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Abstract

This thesis examines theatre projects in terms of the emphasis given either
to the performance presented to an audience (product) or the developmental
stages that lead up to it (process). These categories are evaluated based on
the philosophy of Paulo Freire, whose pedagogy promotes critical conscious
ness fostered in individuals as a means towards improving human life. This
thesis argues that mainstream communication systems typically emphasise
product over process, yet in so doing, iose important qualities of popular
access, grassroots involvement and what Freire calls "dialogue" -- the cooper
ative effort between persons, based in mutual respect and love, to understand
the world.
Examples of theatre projects illustrate how process-centred communication
may have social, political and/or therapeutic ends. A case study of a theatre
project (a collectively-written play called "Frustrated Artists", performed in
March, 1995) based on process-centred ideals gives a subjective vision of this
sort of project. The examination concludes that an emphasis on process,
though not necessarily empowering in itself, may be useful in constructing
communications systems which value human needs over money and form.
Given this, the thesis characterises process-centred media as a potentially
important alternative communication force within an environment which may
unheedingly crush certain human needs such as involvement and self-worth.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Anyone who has participated in theatre, either as audience cr artist, will
realize that drama comes in many forms. A few examples evidence huge
differences in purpose and appearance: big-budget spectacles such as "Cats,"
therapeutic role-playing, elementary school Christmas pageants, protest drama
at political rallies. In this thesis, I cfifferentiate between two types of theatre:
product-centred and process-centred. The insights drawn from their compari
son are then situated within present trends in communication theory.
The 'types’ I propose are not discrete entities; they may better be under
stood as two poles on a continuous scale denoting the importance given differ
ent facets of a theatre production. On one extreme the product of theatre, that
is, the practised and polished show displayed to an audience, is of ultimate
concern. The driving motivation for all activity within this sort of production is to
create a performance which will have the desired effect upon the audience -- be
this awe, education or something else.
A perfected theatrical production does not spontaneously come into being;
an enormous amount of planning and rehearsal goes into its creation. An
overriding concern with this developmental process represents the other side
of the proposed continuum. A process-centred production would be concerned
primarily with the learning and experimentation going into the creation of a

-
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-
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theatre piece. Final performance and audience reaction would be of minimal
importance, proverbial ’icing-on-the-cake'.1
It should be apparent that the majority of theatre work falls somewhere
between these two. extremes. Most theatre must give some consideration to
both process and product as the two are intimately linked. While public
performance gives a goal and concrete motivation to a creative process, what
goes on during its preparation will indubitably affect the end product.
Each pole has a set of corresponding and supporting attitudes which tend
to be characteristic of each approach. In product-centred theatre, the "show’s
the thing." Preparatory stages such as script-writing, dance/movement chor
eography, sets and costume, development of character and so on, are only
important insofar as they advance the final production. The roles of the
participants within a show are often well defined and arranged hierarchically:
producers worry about making money and pressure directors and stagecrew;
directors worry about the artistic coherency of the show and pressure actors
and stagecrew. Unfortunately, this can sometimes lead to abuse of power
within a production, with those in power being callous and over-demanding of
actors and other backstage personnel. At its worst, whatever steps are
necessary to procure the desired result are accepted: the end justifies the
means.

!My division between process and product parallels arguments in
drama theory where the term "theatre" refers to performance meant to
uphold an aesthetic tradition with audiences whereas "drama" refers to
use of theatre techniques used for other ends (such as education,
therapy, etc.)
In adopting them for communications theory, I use the
terms interchangably.
-
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In product-centred theatre, the success of a show is often judged by
outside standards, either by the aesthetics of artistic merit (defined by the "high
art" community) or by its box office statistics and popular appeal. Shows which
cater to the latter often may incorporate elements such as spectacle and
celebrity to draw large audiences. Somewhat ironically, another common
feature of such shows is an elitism surrounding the creative personnel involved.
There is a great deal of competition for positions in acting and directing (to a
lesser degree stagecrew) and a mythology of celebrity which arises around
those with public success.
On the other hand, process-centred theatre is primarily concerned with the
stages that come before performance. Indeed, there may be no public perform
ance at all. Often the purpose of such undertakings is the personal growth of
actor/participants, as in theatre used for education or therapy. Other uses of
process-centred theatre might be for the research and exploration of a specific
issue, or to experiment with different creative/thematic alternatives, free from
the pressure to conform to established art aesthetics and/or public approval.
The roles and the power hierarchies in process-centred theatre may differ
as well. Generally (though not always) actor/participants have more say and
responsibilities than their counterparts in product-centred theatre. Participation
often draws from the grassroots, that is, people interested in the issue under
scrutiny who may not have any artistic training. Depending on the purpose of
the undertaking, individual roles may be vague or overlapping. Standards by
which to rate the project may be individually defined, or completely unspecified.
Due to a lack of a recognized authority figure or set of rules, such productions
run the risk of becoming chaotic and confusing.

-3 -
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Again, these two categorizations are not exclusive. Almost all theatre
productions must consider both process AND product. Differences iie in the
amount of emphasis given one way or the other.
I believe that in our contemporary world, media such as process-centred
theatre are often in danger of being overwhelmed in environments that support
product-centred endeavors. Yet, there are aspects of process-centred theatre
which should not be lost, in particular, involvement and access. Grassroots
involvement in societal communication is essential to a healthy communications
environment, for the sake of the individuals within a society and, ultimately, for
the society itself.
Thus, while on one level this thesis proposes a way of categorizing theatre
work, it also argues an ethic as well. Communication processes are human
constructs and tools. Recognizing this, we should take responsibility for the
consequences and implications of our own communication and strive to improve
the human condition.
My argument is both influenced by and reflective of the ongoing theoretical
debate in communications studies. Presently, communication scholarship
features many theories differing in scope, purpose and underlying assumptions,
or worldviews (Littlejohn, p.32). The two most influential worldviews are the
scientific and constructivist, each of which carries very different implications as
to truth and the purpose of academia.
Modeled on the approach found in the physical sciences, the scientific
worldview assumes there exist value-neutral truths and universal truths beyond
human experience which can be discovered through meticulous study. This

-4-
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view relies heavily on empiricism, rationality and the stance of objectivity in its
researchers (Watslawick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967; Littlejohn, 1991, p.32).
On the other hand are constructivist theories, which are characterised by
the assumption that the world can be interpreted in many different but equally
valid ways. Knowledge is not a static thing to be discovered, but rather is
created through interaction between people and external phenomena. Thus,
knowledge •'•'ill always incorporate aspects of human value, creativity and
perception (See Berger & Luckman, 1966; Hall, 1989; Gergen, 1991). Of
particular note in the constructivist camp are critical theories which question the
status quo and advocate change in both communications attitudes and practice.
Critical theories argue that, if it is no longer sanctified as incontestable law,
communication theory should be evaluated on its merit in other realms, namely
in its fairness, equality and usefulness in practical application.
The scope and methodological approach of this thesis are extensions of
the constructivist worldview. The underlying premise is that human realities are
multiple, constructed, changing, and influenced by the persons observing them
(Littlejohn, 1992, p.32). Consequently, not only do I take an ethical stance, I
also do not shy away from use of the first person, especially where my own
subjective experience bears great influence on the discussion. Where appli
cable, I attempt to identify my biases and subjective experience as an essential
element of the ’truths’ and arguments I advance.
i

- 5-
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Alternative Communication

The importance of this examination for communication study is not only the
specific forms of process-centred theatre, but also the alternative approaches
and relationships they represent. In 1993, UNESCO observed that "alternative
media in any particular place and time are a response to conditions that
threaten cultural identity" (Alternative Media, p.14). This definition is in accord
ance with a "processual model of culture" which sees culture as changing and
relative, as opposed to the "objectifying model" of culture which is more static
and focused on external form (Rosaldo cited in Bredin, 1993, p.305). One can
place the concept within Hall's vision of cultural flux:
...there is a continuous struggle, by the dominant culture,
constantly to disorganize and reorganize popular culture;
to enclose and confine its definition and forms within a
more inclusive range of dominant forms. There are
points of resistance; there are also moments of super
session. This is the dialectic of cultural struggle. In our
times, it goes on continuously, in the complex lines of
resistance and acceptance, refusal and capitulation,
which make the field of culture a sort of constant battle
field (Hall, 1989, p.233).
At any given time and place a set of social practices/ideas will be accepted as
normative. These norms will be constantly adapting and changing with the
challenges posed by counter-cultural ideas and practices. "Alternative" in this
case could be seen as the shifting forces of critical opposition which serve to
constantly challenge society and which are essential in preventing cultural
ossification.
Viewed from this perspective, cultural identity, dominant media and
alternative communications are not static but must be evaluated on the basis of

-
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specific time, place and circumstance. Defining and evaluating "alternatives",
then, is an ongoing exercise in which one must: envision desired states or
aspects of communication and cultural identity, describe contemporary social
norms and relationships, evaluate how existing conditions impede or fall short of
the "ideal" communication state, and identify alternatives which may move the
existing order towards the ideal.
The envisioning of an ideal state is obviously a value-laden exercise and,
for this, I turn to a type of ethics for guidelines. The ideal which provides the
foundation of the following argument is that human beings are most fulfilled
when they are able to engage in an active relationship of interpretation and
expression within their society. Although we may never reach an ideal state,
the pursuit of ideals gives meaning and purpose to our lives.
The cases presented in this thesis are examples of ongoing change and
conflict. Regardless of their specific circumstances, it is in the struggle to
redefine and improve their world that those involved are able to realize their
human potential. These principles are examined in depth in Chapter Two with
the discussion of Paulo Freire.
Despite the predominance of media today, we are far from an ideal
environment. Around the globe, there are numerous persons and groups Kept
from meaningful communication exchange by means as varied as outright
physical suppression, lack of appropriate technology or education, and emo
tional/intellectual dependence fostered by hegemonic systems. Contemporary
communications, that is, our communication structures, processes and our

- 7-
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perceptions of them,2 are still largely influenced by ideas and values such as
capitalism, materialism, and individualism. Priority given to technology and size
has led to the phenomenon that when one speaks of "communication systems,”
it is sometimes tempting to think exclusively of the mass media: television,
radio, newspapers. However, these alone do not constitute the human com
munication environment. Humans live within a complex web of exchanges
between themselves and their environment. Unfortunately, the emphasis
placed on big, technologically complex media often'overshadows smaller, more
accessible avenues of expression. Attitudes glorifying glamour, money and
fame may have stifled important human elements in the communication
process, elements such as involvement, popular understanding, dialogue and
access.
The challenge, then, is to come up with alternatives: what are the changes
we must make to move towards fulfilling communications for every human
being on earth? Debates in communication studies seem to suggest that what
may be needed is a fundamental shift in approach so as to assert attitudes
primarily concerned with the individuals and groups involved in communication,
foster dialogue, and privilege human needs over technology.
It is, however, one thing to speak theoretically of ideals and another thing
to translate these ideals into some sort of concrete form. What shape might aIternative communication take in Canada in the 1990s? The examples of
theatre projects in the following chapteis depict how theoretic differences might
manifest themselves in real terms.

"Our" refers to Western scholars; other cultures or groups may see
the situation quite differently.
-
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Background

My interest in this area arises from personal involvement in local commun
ity theatre. My invplvement in drama began with my joining a local community
theatre on a whim.3 As a student and former worker in the field of communica
tions, I had always been fascinated by media, expression and art. At the same
time, i had always felt a personal dissatisfaction with and detachment from the
world. My involvement with the Windsor Feminist Theatre has taken me on a
path of self-discovery and reconnection to my environment that I had not
thought possible. Profoundly moved by these experiences, I have been
inspired to examine why they are important and how it is that they seem so
unusual in the context of my white, middle-class Canadian life. My reasoning
has thus been a process of induction/deduction. From my starting point of
visceral experience, I have expanded my understanding of the issues through
research, connecting my personal observations with existing theory. This has
led me into a multi-disciplinary realm of pedagogy, development and theatre.
Armed with an expanded theoretical foundation, 1 have returned to my own
experience with my attempts to actively incorporate my newly discovered ideas
into my life.

'in 1990, I joined the cast of Witches, a play written and directed
by Heather Majaury and Pam Brown, and which was workshopped collectively
at the Windsor Feminist Theatre.
- 9-
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Purpose an d Organization

This thesis examines theatre projects in terms of the emphasis given either
product or process. These categories are evaluated based on the philosophy
of Paulo Freire, whose pedagogy promotes critical consciousness fostered in
individuals as a means towards improving human life. This thesis argues that
mainstream communication systems typically emphasise product over process,
yet in so doing, lose important qualities of popular access, grassroots involve
ment and what Freire calls "dialogue" -- the cooperative effort between persons,
based in mutual respect and love, to understand the world.
Communication theory, and practical application of its ideas in society,
have long been dominated by approaches characterised by top-down informa
tion flow, monologue, technology and the making of financial profit. Many of
these ideas are being questioned in academia; however, further suggestions
regarding how to implement alternative ideals of dialogue, bottom-up involve
ment and human needs are still needed. Assuming we are interested in
improving human life, and recognizing there are flaws in mainstream attempts
to do this, the question is how can we improve our approach to communications
- not just theoretically but also in practice. In creating the process/product
continuum, I hope to gain insights which may help answer this question.
In Chapter Two, I review the theoretical foundations of my argument,
including a philosophical stance drawn largely from the realm of development
communication, and the peculiarities of theatre as a communication medium. In
Chapters Three and Four, I look at theatre used both internationally and in
North America. International and local examples illustrate the effect of environ-
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ment as well as the possibilities and limitations of theatre as an alternative
medium. Chapter Five presents a case study of Canadian community theatre
based on process-centred ideals. Finally, in Chapter Six I present my con
clusions, returning Jo the discussion of communication theory and placing the
case of theatre within it.

Methodology

Thesis collects and collates information on process-centred theatre from
areas such as theatre arts, psychology and education and reframes the sum in
terms of communication theory. The research involved is predominantly biblio
graphic, drawing from primary sources such as newsletters, books, periodicals
and oral reports.
In addition, Chapter 5 describes and analyses a case study of a
collaborative theatre project facilitated by myself. This case study is not
intended to stand alone, but rather, to supplement the information on processcentred theatre in other chapters. To the largely third-person description estab
lished with the bibliographic research, the case study adds the dimension of
subjective experience. As exploratory research without specific expected
results, it serves to illuminate general themes and suggest areas of study for
further research.
This collaborative project began in November 1994 as a series of weekly
three-hour workshops and culminated in March 1995 with a dramatic presenta
tion as part of Windsor Feminist Theatre’s play festival "Celebration of Women."
The theme of workshops and the resultant play was "Frustrated Artists." The
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structure of the workshops was adapted from Freire’s "culture circles," Boal's
"forum" techniques and collective dramatic workshop strategies. Eleven people,
including myself, participated in the project.
With "Frustrated Artists," I wanted to experience firsthand the pressures of
product verses process-orientation in a theatre piece. I wondered how possible
it was to maintain an emphasis on listening and responding to the ideas,
feelings and suggestions of all group members, asserting my own positions as
well, while at the same time working towards the production of a theatre
performance. 1wished to encourage all group participants to develop and voice
their understandings of their relationship with the project theme and with the
group itself. However, as facilitator of a theatre project, 1was also interested in
maintaining coherency within the group and in overseeing the development of
some sort of script for our eventual performance. To this end, I was also
responsible for coaching participants in technical aspects of theatre such as
voice control, body movement, and so on. Though not necessarily contradic
tory, these various objectives posed the threat of overshadowing one another.
Thus, as researcher, 1was looking for emergent patterns of interpersonal
dynamics as we tried to balance the contextual pressures of developing a the
atrical show with personal growth and development.
Research notes consist of rehearsal agendas and my diary of workshop
events and discussions. Participants’ perceptions and comments were solicited
orally at every workshop, and with a brief questionnaire filled out half-way
through the process. As well, a three-hour discussion was held after the
conclusion of the project, evaluating the process as a whole. This discussion
was tape recorded, transcribed and examined in detail for what the participants

-
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did or did not find empowering, using quaiitative coding evaluation procedures
as detailed by T. Carney in Collaborative Inquiry Methodology {1990}. The dis
cussion transcript was coded and reduced into common themes which have
been compared and contrasted to bibliographic information.
Within this study I acted as participant-observer, fully immersed in the
situation as it evolved. In.addition, I was also a major object under study (along
with the group and process as a whole). My beliefs and biases exerted a large
influence at both academic and theatrical levels of the project. Though it
should be expected that my perspective will pervade this study, analyses have
been cross-checked by group members to avoid any gross misinterpretation of
events. Participants were given oral or written copies of my write-up as a
validity check, and their comments and critiques incorporated into subsequent
rewrites. Write-up in Chapter 5 is in the form of thick description in a narrative
style, interweaving my own thoughts and reflections with those of group
members.
The qualitative approach to the case study in Chapter 5 corresponds with
the theoretical base underlying this entire thesis: a critical, socially-constructed
view of communication as human process, where theory is not law which dic
tates human interaction but is, rather, an evolving tool in understanding and
reconstructing our world.
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Chapter Two
Theory Issues

The ideological and theoretic foundation for this argument draws heavily
from the area of development communication. In particular, the ethic discussed
earlier is inspired by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire.

Development and Communication

"Development Communication" is a branch of communications discourse
which specifically deals with communication in less-industrialized nations and
which has evolved
primarily in response to the enormous difficulties faced by "developing" nations.
In Communication for Development in the Third World. Srinivas Melkote (1991)
traces the shift in international communication theory from a Western/
Euro-centric paradigm which emphasises top-down information transfer and an
emphasis on new technologies to a more critical model which proposes dia
logue, appropriate
technology and the preservation of local culture.
Ravaged by colonialism, most of the countries which make up the so-called
"third world"4 have experienced intolerable levels of hunger, disease, and
poverty over the past two centuries. Global recognition of these problems has

'Despite the highly problematic nature of the term, I have used
"third world" elsewhere in this thesis to avoid confusion.
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resulted in aid projects over the past fifty years but attempts to rectify the
situation have met with limited success. In response to real life successes and
failures, the theory behind development efforts has been evolving rapidly. Two
of the realizations made through this process are particularly relevant to this
discussion: 1) the need to examine prevalent ideals for societal growth and to
redefine value-laden terms such as "development" (Rahman, 1991), and 2) the
need for more bottom-up involvement in the development process to combat
hierarchical, top-down power structures (Smythe, 1985; Schiller, 1990).
The first working definition of development tended to confuse the term with
Western culture: consequently, early development attempts often attempted to
impose Western culture, in the form of everything from material goods to social
values, on other nations. Communication technology was particularly implicated
in this process, as would-be developers saw mass media as the perfect way to
spread Western culture quickly over large areas. The latest in communication
hi-tech was supplied to third world areas, regardless of whether it suited local
needs or not.
Unfortunately, the impact of such ethnocentric aid may have been to ingrain
dependence and feelings of inferiority more than anything else. Especially
since the 1960’s, this approach has been challenged, largely through the
indignation of third world peoples who insist that "any discussion of develop
ment must include the physical, mental, social, cultural, and spiritual develop
ment of an individual in an atmosphere free from coercion or dependency"
(Melkote, 1991, p.189).
The question of redefinition is not a simple one, for it demands that we
develop a world vision as well as a personal one. Value laden terms such as

- 15-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

"development" or "progress" suggest desired states ot human existence and
thus, in their definition, address difficult questions such as: what do we wish to
strive for as individuals and as societies? What do we need to make life happy
and fulfilling?
Throughout history, philosophers, theologians and psychologists hav9
speculated on human needs. Though the list is by no means fixed there does
seem to be some consensus. To live, humans have obvious needs for food,
water, and safety. But there are also needs which go beyond physical require
ments. Psychological and situational needs such as freedom of choice, the
ability to create and communicate, love and belonging, feelings of personal
esteem and potency are just as essential to quality human life (See Griffin,
1991, pp. 102-111). However, being immaterial, they cannot be simply distrib
uted; rather they must be nurtured through careful choice of situation, pro
cedure and intention. In the context of development, this means we must
consider essential needs such as freedom, identity and self-respect at all
stages of aid efforts. It is not enough -- indeed, it is often damaging -- to try to
change a people to fit an alien mould, or for an outsider to "fix" all the material
problems in an area and expect that the energy and self-esteem of the local
people will follow. In other words, help that does not allow recipients to help
themselves may be no help at all.
Freedom from oppression cannot be enforced; it must be defined, desired
and discovered by the "oppressed". Thus, a new definition of development
should prioritize (along with basic needs such as food and water) the essence
of self-empowerment rather than any one specific socio/political/cultural form.
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In terms of communications, the emphasis should be on developing appropriate
avenues of dialogue, not on a blind distribution of technology (See Smythe,
1985; Schiller, 1990). At its most basic, this may translate into an almost
psycho-therapeutic process of helping persons believe in themselves. "Demo
cratic, grassroots involvement in small-scale media enables people to formulate
their own definitions of needs and goals, and, in Nyerere’s phrase 'develop
themselves’" (Alternative Media. 1993, p. 16). A healthy definition of "develop
ment" must somehow encompass the specific realities of individuals, with their
own unique desires, needs, faults and strengths.
The history of development efforts suggests that if one is interested in
improving the condition of individuals, it is necessary to consider their specific
needs at every stage of a campaign. Early aid efforts tended to be built around
the "trickle-down" hypothesis, i.e. that injecting money and goods into a country
at the top of the power structure (with the wealthy, into business and industry)
would result in benefits trickling down to other levels of society (Melkote, 1991,
p.124). Unfortunately, this sort of tactic has been shown to seldom work. The
reality is that top-down
endeavors tend to reinforce power relations rather than break them down: the
rich get richer and the poor get poorer. Consequently, many people now stress
the importance of bottom-up mobilization and the empowerment of individuals
and groups at the grassroots level (See Boeren & Epskamp, 1992).
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The Ethic o f Paulo Freire

One man who critiques the fundamental ’whys’ of development efforts is
Paulo Freire. In his writings, Freire links the specifics of literacy campaigns in
Brazil {and other countries) with a worldview which addresses concepts of
"development" and "humanity" in general. When examined in the context of the
"development" debates of the past few decades, Freire’s ideas seem logical
products of changing attitudes and world-views.
Freire’s work is founded upon some basic beliefs about the nature of
human existence. He envisions culture as a changing social sea in which every
era is characterized by its own specific themes and concerns.5 To be human,
he says, "is to engage in relationships with others and with the world. It is to
experience that world as an objective reality, independent of oneself, capable of
being known" (1973, p.3). In this we see that, while Freire embraces elements
of social constructivism, he also recognizes external realities with which the
individual must interact pragmatically and ethically. For this experience to be
authentic, however, humans require an understanding of their environment and
of themselves, so that they are able to critically negotiate their own needs and
desires within their specific life context. Such critical awareness allows people
to strive for freedom and life-affirming involvement in their world. This pursuit of
"humanization", Freire states, is the only true vocation for human beings, and
should be of pressing concern:
While the problem of humanization has always, from an
axiologica! point of view, been humankind's central prob-

'Note the commonality of Freire's vision with the worldview already
presented in Chapter 1.
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fem, it now takes on the character of an inescapable
concern. Concern for humanization leads at once to the
recognition of dehumanization, not only as an ontological
possibility but as a historical reality (1970/93, p.25).
Thus, there is an ethical obligation to actively strive for humanization. It is not,
in Freire’s mind, enough to merely sympathize; "to affirm that men and women
are persons and as persons should be free, and yet do nothing tangible to
make this affirmation a reality, is a farce” (1970/93, p.32).
As one of the first steps towards humanization, Freire proposes that
individuals acquire literacy skills. As he uses the term, literacy is more than
competence in local languages. Literacy also implies the identification of social
themes and trends, and an awareness of one’s political milieu, "for only as men
grasp the themes can they intervene in reality instead of remaining mere
onlookers" (1973, p.5). Armed with such a critical consciousness, which Freire
calls "conscientization," individuals become subjects -- not mere objects -- of
their world, acting as well as being acted upon.
Freire’s proposed tactics are thus differentiated from other literacy cam
paigns by their political stance. In contrast to functional literacy approaches
which often serve to integrate marginalized peoples more efficiently into
oppressive societies (Lankshear, 1993, pp.90-118), Freirian pedagogy invites
critical evaluation of socio-political surroundings, emphasizing the right of
dissatisfied groups or persons to challenge and change the existing order.
For Freire, the major impetus for change must necessarily come from the
oppressed, as liberation cannot be given to or imposed upon someone but
rather must be achieved within an individual. Liberation is not a static thing or
state to be achieved; it is a process, an ongoing interaction with one’s life, a
praxis comprised of action informed by critical reflection.
-1 9 -
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Dialogue is an important aspect of Freire's pedagogy, not only as a means
of achieving change, but also as its own end. For Freire, "dialogue is the
encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world"
(1970/93, p.69). The naming he refers to is the creative act of interpretation
and action within one's surroundings. Dialogue is a united effort among two or
more persons to understand and engage the world. For this to be possible,
however, several conditions must be met. Participants must have a profound
respect for and attachment to both the world and human beings: "Love is at
the same time the foundation of dialogue and dialogue itself" (1970/93, p.70).
This love manifests itself in the drive for freedom for all persons, and cannot
exist in a situation of domination; one party cannot speak for or to others.
Dialogue requires humility, the recognition by all players that they can learn
from each other. Dialogue requires
an intense faith in humankind, faith in their power to
make and remake, to create and re-create, faith in their
vocation to be more fully human (which is not the privi
lege of an elite, but the birthright of all" (1970/93, p.71).
Dialogue requires hope, the belief that one's efforts will yield positive change.
Finally, dialogue requires critical thinking in order to examine existing norms
and envision how to improve upon them.
It should be obvious from Freire's list of preconditions -- love, humility, faith,
hope and critical thinking -- that his argument for dialogue is founded in the
spiritual/ ethical realm. In an age and environment where solutions to many
problems are sought in materialism, technology and economics, the suggestion
of communications founded upon such a humanitarian ethic is alternative
indeed.
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We find in Freire a compelling ontological vision which redefines the
meaning of "humanization," recognizes the socio-political problems impeding its
full realization, and suggests specific guidelines for action. "In all its aspects,
Freire’s is a philosophy of hope” (Aronowitz, 1993, p.17). it is helpful to
remember the "third world” context from whence his work has emerged: Freire
integrates and advances some of the most important insights that may be
drawn from global inequalities, or more specifically, from the history of "develop
ment" theory.

Theatre as Communication

Theatre has political and educational capacities which can make it a
valuable tool in advancing Freirian goals of literacy, conscientization and social
change. As a communication medium, theatre’s peculiar characteristics give it
a great capacity for dialogue and participation.
Theatre is one of the oldest forms of organized human communication. Its
basic components are simple: performer(s), audience (of one or more), and
some sort of prepared text (a script, choreography, general intention). These
are resources found in all countries. The presentation of the text involves live
interaction between performer and audience. Though the two may not literally
interact, they are both present and thus contribute to the final product.
Theatre which is written, developed or produced by a local community can
be particularly effective as a vehicle for empowerment. For the actor, it is
heartening to feel that one's own life issues are important enough to be staged,
and the physical act of performing is an invigorating one. For the audience, to
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see their peers and relatives in a position of power (on stage) is encouraging,
and the discovery that others are concerned with the same issues may loosen
both tongues and hearts.
Theatre has many advantages as a conscientizing medium. It allows
people to express themselves and creates forums where common concerns
may be discussed. It can. be done cheaply (the only required instrument being
the human body) and is relatively easy to transport. Moreover, theatre is
historically established as a viable art/communication form. Most cultures
already have existent groups, circuits and audiences, often with a rich stock of
popular characters and stories.
The political nature of theatre has long been recognized. Throughout
history, theatre has been used as a vehicle for the political views of both
dominant and insurgent factions of society. An example of the former might be
^

Everyman, a medieval play which preached a strict morality upholding the
existing social structures (Brockett, 1992, p.103). An example of the latter
might be the pig trained by the Russian clown Durov, which in 1907 was trotted
on stage and made to appear to say "Ich will helm" -- a play on words which
could be translated as either "I want the helmet" or "I am Wilhelm", in reference
to Germany’s emperor at the time (Schechter, 1985, p.2). In almost any histori
cal examination of theatre one can see political purposes and/or implications
(See Filewod, 1987; Grotowski, 1968; Kuritz, 1988; Brockett, 1992).
Theatre has also been lauded for its capacities for education, not only of
audiences but also of participants and creators. Educating audiences via
theaire is similar to other mass media in that there is a prearranged message
(the performance) containing information which is presented to a group.

-
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Unfortunately, this dynamic can easily lead to a one-way transmission of
messages. There is an inherent difficulty in creating a dialogic theatre; one
must overcome the nature of preexisting definitions of the medium. Typically
the stage is the area of power. Those who stand there are looked at and
listened to. The actor has privileged information, the script. In contrast, the
audience is positioned to be anonymous and passive.
Yet, due to its immediacy and interactive nature, the potential for shifting
dynamics between performers and audience is great. Consequently, many
techniques and schools have been developed which try to change their relation
ship. In the mid 1900s, Bertolt Brecht sought to engage the rational, objective
minds of his audience with the use of "alienating" devices calculated to make
normal actions/behaviors seem strange (Brecht, 1964). Antonin Artaud’s
"theatre of cruelty" attempted to shock emotions out of the audience by chang
ing the physical relationship between actors and audience, and by using
extremes in sound, light and action (Brockett, 1992, pp.225-227). The "theatre
of spontaneity" developed by J.L. Moreno featured totally improvised scripts
with every performance (Moreno, 1947). Dramatic "Happenings" of the 1960’s
experimented with all elements of conventional theatre: location, format,
message; they "were a process in which an audience participated simply by
being there and by experiencing the events occurring around them" (Kuritz,
1988, p.365).

Through these and other methods, theatre artists have tried to

engage their audience and to maximize the impact of their performance.
Techniques to change actor-audience relations may not have been specifically
developed with "education" in mind, yet in effect, attempts to persuade or
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challenge are educative in that they strive to change the thoughts and/or
emotions of their audience.
Those who also stand to benefit from the educative potential of theatre are
the actors, writers and producers of performances themselves. Theatre
provides an arena for individuals to try out alternate realities and to express
themselves in ways that might not be possible in real life, which can be an
exhilarating and profoundly moving experience. Unlike an audience member,
who is exposed for a short period of time to a completed show, those who
create theatre must be immersed in an extended process where they must
make thematic and stylistic decisions, exert their creativity, and live out alter
nate realities on stage. The education that goes on in such a process is not
limited to (though it certainly does not exclude) the specific subject matter of
their play, but also includes learning to work with and as a group, learning to
use one’s own body and voice effectively, learning the theatrical languages of
lights, props and set, and more.
Theatre may be educational for both audience and participants, though in
different ways and with different degrees of impact. On reflection, it should
become obvious that the political and educative aspects of theatre overlap.
Any performance which presents an educational (even informally so) message,
necessaniy is presenting a political one as well. Even an apparently apolitical
piece may be seen as supporting the status quo through its silence on political
issues.
... Freire argues that the whole activity of education is
political in nature. Politics is not one aspect of teaching
or learning. All forms of education are political, whether
or not teachers and students acknowledge the politics in
their work (Shor, 1993, p.27).'
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The political/educational nature of theatre may not always be obvious. For
instance, while medieval morality plays blatantly served to teach political/religio
us/social doctrine, this may not be so apparent in a contemporary staging of
Phantom of the Ooera. Yet, the latter performance conveys socio-political
meanings through its reification of "normal" relationships such as those existing
between director-actors, actors-audience and among the various characters
presented onstage.
Theatre demonstrates political and educational capacity on both sides of
the product-process scale described in Chapter 1. On the product end, when a
theatre piece is presented to an audience, it conveys overt or subtle political
messages. Performances often present information which educates the
audience as well, teaching lessons from science to social morality. Depending
on the purpose of the show, these elements may be more or less pronounced:
a management-roast at a union rally might be more a statement of political
position than an attempt to train new members; a classroom presentation on
interpersonal relationships may be more apparently educational than political; a
show which aims to be strictly entertainment may feature buried political/
educational messages.
Because the emphasis in product-centred theatre is on the show, the
production itself is the usual subject of analysis and interpretation. The show is
the acting agent that presents to and works upon the audience, transmitting or
evoking desired thoughts to/within those who watch. Participating artists are
primarily tools, means by which the show is brought to life.
In product-centred theatre, educational and political messages are com
municated interpersonally but on a mass scale. While a great number of
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people may be present in the audience, individual watchers are able to directly
feed back their impressions through applause, boos or heckling. Even with
large crowds, live interaction yields a capacity for personal input experienced by
audience and artists alike.
On the other hand, in process-centred theatre one would look for education
and/or political messages.embedded in the rehearsals and workshops which
may (or may not) lead up to public performance. In this case, educa
tional/political messages are experienced by those participating in the project as
they work through a series of interactions, exercises and personal discoveries.
The educational potential of this should be fairly obvious: engaging in creative
acts allows participants to discover new skills and explore chosen themes.
Underlying power hierarchies, the agenda of rehearsals/workshops, and social
ization within groups all communicate political notions.
The level of the communication in process-centred theatre is primarily intra,
interprsonal and small group.6 While many discoveries may be made within
the self, much of the interaction occurs among a handful of artist-participants
concurrently working on the project. Due to their intensity, these encounters
can have profound impact on a person, especially when the process is
extended over months or years.

’Intrapersonal communication refers to that which goes on within a
person, such as thoughts or emotions.
Interpersonal communication is
that between two or more individuals.
Small group communication
involves a number of individuals but not so many as to become totally
impersonal (Griffen, 1991) .
-
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As a too! for change, then, theatre may be used on a number of different
fronts, it may be used to tackle societal problems, personal problems, or
both.7 It may operate at the level of the individual, between persons or en
mass. The appropriateness and effectiveness of the different approaches
depends entirely on one’s goals.
Paulo Freire’s work advocates the development of critical faculties which
link the individual to his or her society. Given his concern with breaking down
internalized oppression, his ideals might best be served by theatre with an
educational/political agenda and an emphasis on process. This is not to
suggest that a product-centred production would necessarily be anti-Freirian,
but rather that the emphasis on the growth and exchange in process seems
more suited to Freire’s goals. Freire’s ideas of dialogue and individual
empowerment imply that the revolutionary or "alternative" aspect of theatre may
lie in the attitudes behind dramatic undertakings more than in any other charac
teristic. Theatre which is committed to understanding, dialogue and education
must be based in love, faith and a desire to exchange, not only between actors
and audience, but between all the creative members in every stage of the
artistic process. According to Freire, the empowerment of individuals within a
creative work is a political exercise with social repercussions.

' Moreno's "sociodrama", for instance, assumes societal problems are
manifested by individuals in that society:
sociodrama is based upon the tacit assumption that
the group formed by the audience is already
organized by the social and cultural roles which
in some degree all the carriers ’of the culture
sha re. . .It is the group as a whole which has to be
put upon the stage to work out its problem,
because the group in sociodrama corresponds to the
individual in psychodrama (Fox, 1987, p . 18).
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The shift in emphasis is subtle, yet as we can see from the history of
development communication, assumptions underlying an undertaking can have
enormous practical consequences, even spelling out the fate of entire conti
nents when pushed to extremes. The impact of one specific theatre production
may seem inconsequential when considering major societal problems. Yet, if
Freire and like-minded persons are correct, real change must start at this level.
A single communication can cascade into a massive revolutionary movement.
A single theatrical event has the potential not only to spark important action
within a community, but also to revolutionize the entire world for its individual
participants.
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Chapter Three
Theatre Projects: Some Examples

This chapter examines case studies from around the world. All of the
following examples are process-centred in some respects, yet each differs from
the others in intent, social circumstances and/or available resources. This
chapter illustrates the versatility and variations of theatre as a communication
medium and educational tool.

Theatre for Liberation

Many studies have investigated the use of theatre specifically geared to
educate, empower and/or advance the living conditions of disadvantaged
groups. Many such examples can be found in "development" research. This
thesis uses the term "Theatre for Liberation" to encompass the examples drawn
from "third world" research.
The expression "Theatre for Liberation" encompasses a wide assortment of
theatrical projects which attempt to improve conditions of disadvantaged
groups. Other terms such as: Theatre for Development, Theatre of the
Oppressed, People's Theatre and Popular Theatre have been used to describe
this type of theatre. There can be huge differences between specific instances
of Theatre for Liberation in organization, cohesion and permanence of a group,
emphasis on process or performance, size of undertaking and/or issues of
concern. Yet, they are unified through the ambition of evoking positive change
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within their community, and the attempt to reach the local people. Such theatre
often blurs boundaries between education, therapy and politics (See Epskamp,
1989: Jayaweera, 1991).
Not all drama lumped into the broad category Theatre for Liberation
succeeds in terms of the Freirian ideal of dialogue, that is, a mutual exchange
of experience, respect and ideas. Many theatre projects, much like mainstream
development efforts, try to impose alien lifestyles and ideas upon the audiences
they address. Michael Etherton (1988) distinguishes between two types of
theatre: "drama for development" and "popular theatre for change." With the
first term he refers to community theatre which is still modeled in the top-down
fashion. Theatre of this sort is characterized by hierarchical, paternalistic
patterns. The script is usually authored by an "expert," often from the elite
classes or another country. Audience members - the local people -- are
considered to know little or nothing. The actors must teach their audience the
wisdom of the expert’s script and, thus, the dramatic presentation becomes a
didactic monologue meant to fill the empty heads of the poor. Such undertak
ings fit under the product end of the product-process scale; a carefully crafted
show (product) is expected to have radical transformative effect on its audi
ences.
The second term proposed, "popular theatre for change," is described by
Etherton as having two main goals: 1) to elevate people's self-confidence and
desire for change, 2) to raise political and social awareness. Scripts are written
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and acted by local people. Scenarios are presented not as solutions but as
questions posed between peers to evoke discussion, thought and action.8
This second type of theatre facilitates personal empowerment, strength
ened community ties, and dialogue around important social themes. Through
active participation in the writing and performing of a dramatic piece, individuals
develop speaking skills, body-aware ness, and trust in their own abilities.
Collective examination of issues which concern participants allows for increased
awareness of social concerns.
The difference between dialogue and hierarchical dictation can be very
subtle, often coming down to the individual attitudes and relationships between
those involved in a project. Dialogue requires that people trust each other to
make their own choices for themselves -- which is often more difficult than it
sounds. From outside a situation, it may appear quicker and more efficient to
enforce a ready-made solution rather than to wait for the local people to
develop their own through trial and error. However, the critical argument in
development debate suggests that even more important than speed or effi
ciency is participation of the people, even though this process may be fraught
with miscommunication, false starts and other set-backs. "Development" is not
a static thing or place, but rather a process of striving towards a goal. The goal
of fixing a problem gives form to that process but cannot replace it; the means
is an essential part of the end. Similarly, process-centred theatre stresses the

The difference has been noted by others as well, though I have not
found agreed-upon terms. For instance, Boeren & Epskamp identify "folk
media" as essentially the hierarchical,
top-down productions, and
"popular theatre" as more popular and participatory
(p 108) .
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stages before a play is put up, and the experiences of the individuals involved
in that preparation.

African Workshops

Epskamp and Swart (1991) describe a typical workshop held in Africa
south of the Sahara. The entire project might last a fortnight. Participants are
recruited from the local population. The issue or issues to be explored may be
chosen before recruitment, or may be decided upon based on the group's
concerns. After a day of introduction, a couple of days are spent learning basic
theatrical skills such as song, dance and movement. On the following day,
participants split into groups and discuss the issues with members of the
community. In rural areas, this may involve travelling to nearby villages. After
wards, the group reassembles and people share their discoveries. Recurrent
themes are noted.
On roughly the fifth day, the participants improvise scenes and act out
anecdotes. The best material is edited and threaded into a story on the sixth,
developing both character and plot. This rough version of the play is presented
to a trial audience of local villagers and further edited according to their reac
tions. On the eighth to tenth day, the play is polished up and technical provi
sions such as lights are arranged. Information presented in the piece is verified
with outside sources.
The play is then presented several times at various locations, each show
lasting about two to three hours. The performance is usually followed by
discussion between actors and audience which may go into the night. Finally
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on the last day, the group assembles to swap stories and evaluate the work
shop as a whole.
Here we see a balance of process and product-centred characteristics. In
the workshops, participants {local people) are trained in basic drama technique
while at the same time given opportunity to share their personal experience and
skills working as a creative team. The product is also given importance as a
means of reaching out and sharing the workshop ideas with the larger commun
ity.
In this example, feedback appears to be a major tool towards establishing
dialogue between the various groups involved. Feedback between organizers,
participants and the community at large is established by one of the most basic
human interactions: face to face discussion.

Puppets Against AIDS

Another example from South Africa utilizes a different sort of approach.
The African Research and Educational Puppetry Programme (Larlham, 1991,
pp.208-210) use larger-than-life puppets in their informative performances. One
of their shows illustrates the dangers of AIDS through the story of a man who
contracts the disease through his unsafe lifestyle. Like the previous example,
the Puppets Against AIDS programme is educational, but takes the form of the
dissemination of a message throughout the audience via its product (the
performance).
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Sistren

The Jamaican collective Sistren is an excellent example of theatre which
empowers its members through social and political influence within its commun
ity.
Sistren...reflects a vision of Jamaican women which cel
ebrates the creativity of black working-class women and
which supports cultural and economic sovereignty for our
women. We work for greater power, equality and auton
omy for women (Di Cenzo & Bennett, 1992, p.82).
The Sistren Theatre Collective began in 1977, when a group of women working
as street-cleaners banded together to put on a show for the annual Workers’
Week. After a few years of part-time involvement and annual performances,
the women decided to devote their energies to the group full-time. Using the
atre, they began actively to address issues such as racism and sexism, and in
so doing, created a community where working-class black women could feel
welcome, safe and

npowered. In addition to their performances, the group is

known for its workshop programmes where the group uses a variety of theatre
games and discussion techniques to explore issues. Over the years, they have
expanded from strictly theatre to other projects. Sistren now puts out its own
newsletter called Sistren. produces textiles and videos, and has published a
book, Lionheart Gal. Throughout their assorted undertakings, the women still
retain firm personal ties within the community. Their current office serves as
office, rehearsal space and daycare.
Sistren uses drama as a means towards achieving sociopolitical ends.
They are ultimately interested in the empowerment of black women and, in this,
are process-centred. In this case, however, "process" does not simply refer to
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the stages leading up to individual shows, but to a personal commitment to an
entire lifestyle.
An interesting component of Sistren’s infrastructure is a backbone com
prised of strong individual personalities. Rebecca Knowles and Pauline
Crawford of Sistren discuss this:
(Knowles) To make a group work, I think you have to be
living in the community - day to day, hour to hour then the group will keep together. If you’re not living
in the community, people don't know about you to
make it work.
(Crawford) But it can be a weakness. They can become
dependent on you. You’re always there. After a
while, you want those individuals to see it’s not just
what I can get from this group. How can you main
tain a group without being a mother or a saviour?
How do you give strength without living in the
community?
(Knowles) The community has to mobilize. They have to
learn to stand on their own feet That’s why I still
hold the opinion that someone has to live in the com
munity and have the great interest to keep the group
together, or it’s not going to work. That’s the reality
(Cited in Di Cenzo and Bennett, 1992, pp.92-93).
The importance of personal connections comes up repeatedly in examples
of "development" projects. This is not surprising; it is only natural that people
do not alter their lives on the basis of advice from a total stranger. Societies
are no different; initiatives for change should come from within or they are
unlikely to have much effect. Having endogenous roots is often a necessary
condition for successful development efforts. The implications of this for theatre
projects is that the personal connections between those involved can be a
crucial element in any one person's experience of a process or even, in a
theatre company’s success as a long-term endeavour.
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Theatre of the Oppressed

Brazilian director Augusto Boal has adapted Freire’s ideas of dialogue and
participation to bridge the gap between theatre, therapy and politics. His wide
assortment of theatre techniques, which collectively he calls "Theatre of the
Oppressed (T.O.)," were developed as an attempt to empower local people
oppressed by a military government. His work is inherently political: "all
theatre is necessarily political, because all the activities of man are political and
theatre is one of them" (Boal, 1979, p.ix).
Boal’s explicit purpose is to socially and politically empower people. He
has developed many workshop and performance techniques which hone
awareness of one’s immediate sensations, concentration, and improvisation
(Boal, 1992). Issues are explored through discussion, role-play and with
manipulation of non-verbal images. He is particularly renowned for his adapta
tions of the audience-performer relationship:
If we are dealing with a collective creation [Boat] argued,
then the audience will also have to be involved in the per
formance as a creative power. And as soon as one
accepts the audience as creator of drama, then the pro
cess of making drama will become more important than
the product (the performance or play) that is made. Fur
thermore, drama that is made in co-operation with the
audience will have to find a connection to the social real
ity of that particular audience (Epskamp, 1989, p.59).
In order to break down the division between actors and audience, Boal
intellectually and even physically engages audience members in the drama
onstage. His technique called forum theatre, for instance, involves a scene
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which is acted out for an audience and then started again. The second time
audience members are invited to yell "stop" at any time and to take the place of
one of the characters within the scene. They may then change the action as
they wish, with the other actors improvising probable consequences.
In allowing audience members to actually participate in the dramatic scene
there is a heightened potential for dialogue, verbally as well as with a real,
interactive situation replete with all the subtleties of body language, innuendo,
and immediacy. This allows audience members to discover their own truths
and avoids the hypocrisy of actors advocating action which they themselves
may not be ready to take:
[Y]ou have not the right to tell the spectator to do some
thing that you yourself are not ready to do; there is some
falseness in that. We discovered that by the most trau
matic way, when a spectator came to us and said we
have big rifles, come with rifles and fight with us at our
side. We had to tell them we are true artists not true
peasants. They said "Well, why do you come here to tell
us peasants what we should do? Tell your artists what
you should do, but do not tell us." At this moment we
really knew we could not go on doing that. We realized
that to help them to use theatre, we must not oppress
them by telling them what they should do if we could not
run the same risks as they run (Boal cited in Enright,
1966, p.45).
In Theatre of the Oppressed we see a different blend of product/process
traits. While Boal stresses personal development in workshops and in the
process of developing a work, he also places a great deal of the emphasis on
the product -- the show as it is experienced by an audience. A difference,
however, is that Boal’s performances are not expected to act upon the audi
ence, but are sites where audience and actors work together in the mutual
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redefinition of a problem. This increases opportunity for immediate feedback
and dialogue.
Again in this example, we see the importance of a single dominant person
ality. Augusto Boal's enormous personal power has certainly contributed to his
success. Many of his workshop and audience/actor exercises incorporate a
single figure (called the Joker) with the authority to lead exercises and analysis.
Thus, though there is perhaps not a tiered hierarchy as in some works, there is
a power dynamic which could -- if wielded unscrupulously -- be exploitive.

Limitations to Theatre for Liberation

Despite many impressive examples of theatre used to empower individuals,
the history of Theatre for Liberation also holds some important lessons regard
ing the limitations of drama as a transformative tool. Recognizing the limits of
the medium is important in responsible planning and development of any
project.
In Theatre in Search of Social Change, K.P. Epskamp (1989) traces the
historic emergence of Popular Theatre. He concludes his study with the idea
that, though useful in conjunction with other development efforts, theatre is
limited in what it can concretely achieve. Theatre cannot provide food or clean
drinking water. It cannot put a roof over anyo/'Vs head. The best it can do is
provide a small to mid-sized forum where these issues may be addressed.
Theatre’s strength exists in more conceptual realms. Theatre facilitates
personal empowerment and the strengthening of community ties. The process
of writing and performing a dramatic piece can be enormously rewarding in
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many ways; it builds speaking skills, body-awareness, and trust in one's own
abilities. The self-confidence which comes from such an act of creation can be
remarkable.
Even with more restricted aims, research suggests that theatre’s impact
may be minimal unless it is supported by certain environmental factors (See
Jayaweera, 1991; Epskamp, 1989). First, the personal impression of the
animateurs is crucial. If they are perceived as condescending or hostile, they
are unlikely to elicit cooperation. There must be trust between those in power
and the others involved, a thought which resonates back to Freire’s insistence
on dialogue.
Next, a supportive community atmosphere is essential: without a certain
amount of preexisting hope, social movement and/or a social support network
of some kind, no amount of theatre can evoke change. Given a problem,
people will want to do something about it. If they perceive there is nothing they
can do they are likely to feel despair and frustration. Adequate follow-up and/or
direction given towards avenues of action within the community are thus
essential for a theatrical presentation to have any impact.
Expressing a truth known to everyone in the community
becomes no more than washing one’s dirty linen in pub
lic, if the catalyst is not able to help audience and actors
on the right track to find a problem-solving action plan. If
the performances cannot put forward suggestions for
courses of action, the community might take the perform
ance rather as a tool of problem-raising instead of prob
lem-solving, and they are bound to feel left in the lurch
(Epscamp, 1989, pp 168-9).
The limitations of media as agents of social change are further examined in
Folk Media and Development Communication. Here, Neville Jayaweera (1991)
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describes a study of "people's communication"9 spanning six years and three
nations. Seven different situations were studied, two of which involved the use
of drama, dance or song.
In Mexico, Jayaweera observed that traditional media such as dance,
music and song were simply not sophisticated enough to serve as initial
vehicles for development.. Only after improvements were made through face-toface negotiations did the people start to utilize more complex media. West
Bengal, on the other hand, had a vast artistic heritage to plumb. Here, Jayaweera’s team found poverty and social discrimination devastating several villages.
The people were despondent and hopeless. Working with the villagers, the
researchers organized several nights of entertainment where indigenous songs,
drama and dances were infused with development themes. The evenings had
huge attendances and seemed to be enjoyed by all. Important issues were
energetically discussed before and after the entertainment. But the people still
did not mobilize afterward; they did not believe they could or even should
change anything. The researchers had to conclude that theatre could not be
used to initiate what was not already there:
This is not to deny that folk media may be used in a
supportive role to a movement that has already got under
way. However the sine qua non has to be that the semi
nal stirring of consciousness should have already
occurred and that this new consciousness should have
already come forth as an incipient movement. Once
other forces have given the impetus, external or internal,
folk media may be harnessed to step up the momentum
(Jayaweera, 1991, p.38).

" Jayaweera defines people's communication as "a mode of communi
cation which depends for its efficacy on people's energies rather than
on technology" {Jayaweera, 1991, p . 7).
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Theatre was used effectively in another of Jayaweera’s examles. In Tamil
Nadu, the caste of persons known as "untouchables" had been forming a
movement since 1974. A number of smaller groups had networked and were
working together to organize labour, raise awareness of poverty, create
economic alternatives, pressure outside organizations, and to eradicate myths,
superstition and illiteracy.. Over the time period of Jayaweera’s study, they
made much progress towards these goals, both in mate rial gains and in
feelings of self worth.
In this case, as in Bengal, evenings of entertainment were arranged with
development themes. Familiar characters and stories from traditional dramas
were revised to lampoon old ideas and to promote new ones. Participation was
encouraged. Using humor, irony and creativity, the people were enticed into a
new way of thinking.
A major factor contributing to the success of the Tamil Nadu project was
the leader of the group. This motivated, charismatic man was able to coalesce
the energies of disparate interests. Under his influence, folk media flourished
and networked. Jayaweera concludes that individual personalities, especially
those in power positions, can have a huge impact on the overall effectiveness
of a project.
Jayaweera concludes that traditional folk media are unlikely to cause
change on their own. However, when backed by strong motivation, leadership
and social consciousness they can make significant differences. Jayaweera
also notes that once advances have been made, they must be preserved in
ritual or institutions if they are to survive for any length of time.
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The implication of these two studies is that theatre practitioners should
carefully evaluate a situation before they begin a project. Given an environ
ment replete with strong local leadership and a good support network, theatre
may be a useful tool for sparking thought and action. If it is not tied in with
existing trends and/or groups, however, theatre may be ineffectual or, at worst,
demoralizing. Organizers must keep in mind the limitations of their chosen
medium. Neither participants nor audience will be empowered by the unearth
ing of problems that seem overwhelming and insurmountable.

European and North American Examples

Theatre in Education

Theatre in Education, or TIE, is a type of drama born in Britain in the
1960s. TIE is theatre developed specifically for school children, aimed to
educate and inspire. It involves:
a co-ordinated and carefully structured pattern of activ
ities, usually devised and researched by the company,
around a topic of relevance both to the school curriculum
and to the children’s own lives, presented in school by
the company and involving the children directly in an
experience of the situations and problems that the topic
throws up (Jackson, 1993, p.4).
To this end, TIE practitioners may utilize a variety of theatrical approaches,
including: traditional theatre (prescripted and practised dramatic enactment by
actors); educational drama (drama activities in which the children actively
participate, engaging the issues at their own level); and simulation (structured
role-play within simulated ’real-life' situations)(Jackson, 1993). The specific
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structure of any one performance will be chosen and adapted according to the
issues and ages involved.
TIE features an even mix of product and process-centred characteristics.
Although its emphasis is on education and issue exploration, it targets its audi
ence, and not necessarily those involved in its pre-performance process. Yet,
the audience -- the children -- involved are often participants in the process as
well. TIE also involves powerful authority figures guiding action and discussion.
It is also possible that with younger children (and the setting in the school
system), it may not be possible or appropriate to engage in open dialogue on
all issues.

Theatre in Therapy

Theatre used for therapy is almost always process-centred. J.L. Moreno’s
"Psychodrama" (Moreno, 1947; 1985) and drama therapy use theatre exer
cises as part of psychological treatment, often uncovering things through drama
that would be inaccessible otherwise: "there are deep layers of the psyche into
which one cannot penetrate with the technique of word association, because
they are below the formulations of language" (Moreno, 1947, p.113). Using
theatre, a patient is able to live through problematic scenarios in a safe environ
ment and may gain feelings of control or understanding which would be difficult
to come by strictly through talking (See Yablonsi, 1981; Moreno, 1985; Leutz,
1974; Jennings, 1987).
However, psychotherapy in North America may have at least one charac
teristic which does not fit the "process-centred” definition I have proposed:
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therapeutic relationships sometimes feature large power differentials between
therapist and patient. In many cases, the therapist is considered the expert and
wields much influence over the patient, who is considered flawed or sick. In
such a situation, the opportunity for mutual learning and exchange (Freire’s
dialogue) is limited.
In another therapeutic application of theatre, drama games can be used
with individuals or groups as a means of increasing creative spontaneity, roleflexibility, and social skills. All too often, these abilities are squashed by a
society that divorces art from life and values money over spiritual growth.
Bernie Warren explains:
The arts do not stand in isolation and are most definitely
not, in themselves, a cure for all ills. However, what the
arts can do is, in the individual’s act of creation, engage
the emotions, free the spirit and make individuals do
something because they want to and not just because
someone decides it is good for them. The arts can moti
vate in a way possibly no other force can, because it is
only through the arts experience, through making a mark
that no one else could make, that we express the individ
ual spark of our own humanity (1984/93, p.4).

British Happenings

In Hopes for Great Happenings, Albert Hunt describes his experience in a
British vocational college in the 1960’s where he developed an innovative
drama program which literally brought theatre out to the streets.
Hunt relates how, when first employed at Bradford College, he was plunged
into a discouraging situation. Students were apathetic and dispirited, and the
curriculum he was to teach did not seem able to engage them. Over the
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course of a year, Hunt began to utilize drama to involve students in issues. His
philosophy was strikingly similar to Freire’s: "liberal studies meant opening up
possibilities, helping people to reach some awareness that they could control
their own lives, change their environment" (Hunt, p.25).
In one project, Hunt’s students informally reenacted the Russian revolution,
using as their stage the entire city of Bradford. Different factions engaged in
events at different locations in the city, including public readings from Mao Tse
Tung, the opening of a money-free shop, Tsarist-support demonstrations.
Throughout the day, students engaged each other and the public, with the aim
to convert others to their side. Over 300 students ended up participating in the
day's events.
"The Russian Revolution" project was process-centred, as the emphasis
was on the experiences of the students involved in the play:
the game, and not the impact, was the central concern.
If people wanted to stop and watch, so much the better:
if they wanted to walk through the game and ignore it,
that was their privilege (Hunt, 1976, p.68).
Interestingly, over time the drama used by Hunt and his students evolved
from experimental Happenings such as "The Russian Revolution" to more
conventional theatre plays with political messages. When the program dis
solved eight years after its inception, it was due to a combination of adminis
trative changes, problems with group cohesion and an increasing pressure from
students to produce "professional" theatre, that is, adhering to more mainstream
standards.

-45-

R eproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

The Farm Show

Another variety of theatrical forms is documentary drama. The subject
matter of documentary theatre is real life, reenacting events and situations from
the past or present.
"The Farm Show" has been called the prototype of subsequent documen
tary dramas in Canada (Filewod, 1987, p.ix). This show portrayed the life of a
small rural community in Ontario, bringing ordinary people and their lifestyle to
stage. For this to happen, director Paul Thompson brought six actors to
Clinton, Ontario. For six weeks, the troupe went into the community and talked
with local personalities, collecting stories and personal experiences. From this
information, they wrote and developed the show.
The interesting aspect of "The Farm Show" is that the play incorporates not
only the stories of the local culture, but also the actors’ experiences in their
researching. For instance, one of the first scenes reenacts an awkward
Torontonian actor introducing himself to a local farmer, nervously attempting to
engage in conversation. The show is filled with similar self-portrayals. Thus,
the process of the play is brought into the final product.
In this case, the primary intent of the endeavour was to develop a play and
therefore would be more product-centred according to the definitions I have laid
out. However, the process figures heavily into this case as well, in that the
development stage was essentially tied to the product. As well, the process
was more chaotic and offered a greater chance of feedback from the people
involved.
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Political Theatre

A very different example of theatre types would be agitprop, the spreading
of explicitly anti-establishment political messages. The Broadside Mobile
Workers Theatre (Itzen, 1980, pp.238-242) was a British t'oupe dedicated to
spreading socialist ideas during the 1960s and 70s. '( hey focused on develop
ing plays about political and economic equality which they then performed for
working class audiences. Plays were researched and sometimes acted by
persons from outside the acting troupe.
As a socialist group, the Broadside Mobile Workers would be considered
’alternative’ theatre. However, on the product-process scale, this particular
group leans toward the product end, as the emphasis seems to be on swaying
audience members towards socialist ideals. Though indubitably the professed
intent of the theatre members would be to empower workers, their theatre
approach emphasises product, the creation of a specific message aimed at an
audience.

Adapting Boa!

The popular theatre movement in Canada (as elsewhere) attempts to
portray issues and situations that affect real people in the present. In order to
accomplish this, popular theatre often utilizes persons with specific issues or
interests as either source material for researching and writing scripts, or as the
actual participants in the entire research-writing-performing process.
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The style and techniques of Augusto Boal have been very influential in
contemporary popular theatre. Many practitioners have adapted Boat’s use of
image work, scene-building and audience-actor interactions for their own
purposes. In the following example we can see elements of both Boal’s and
the documentary-research style.
"Many Happy Retirements" (Schweitzer, 1994, pp.64-80) was developed by
the London group Age Exchange. It examined the problems faced by seniors
when they retire. The ideas, themes and scenes of the show were developed
out of a discussion group cf persons aged 62-75, using their own personal
experiences and insights as source material. Members of this group wrote and
directed the production, which was then performed by two professional actors to
audiences such as pre-retirement conferences or groups of recently retired
elderly.
The format of the show featured a few short scenes portraying aspects of
retirement. Between scenes were breaks where the audience was asked to
become involved in the scene itself. Audience members were prompted for
comments and critiques and at one point asked to give counselling advice to
the couple onstage. For one scene Boal's forum technique was used: audience
members were invited to take the place of one of the characters onstage and
attempt to change the progress of the scene as it played out.
As in the previous example of Boal’s work, this instance evidences an
interesting combination of process and product-centred values. The process of
discussing and developing a play on issues that affected them was therapeutic
for many of the original group. Yet the product -- the play and audience
interaction with it - was also a major focus. In such a case, there appear to be
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two different processes, which are both important in and of themselves: the
process of developing and writing the play, and the process of each interactive
performance. It differs from a strictly product-oriented performance in that each
night would be different, as new audience members would bring their own
insights and analysis to the events. Feedback and open dialogue with audience
members makes this sort-of performance notably different from a presentation
which is performed TO an audience.
"Many Happy Retirements" appears to have used Boal's techniques effec
tively. However, other attempts to adapt Theatre of the Oppressed to Europe
and North American cultures have not been entirely successful. Several theatre
practitioners have encountered resistance while conducting workshops based in
T.O. techniques (See Spry, 1986; Crowder, 1993; Salverson, 1994). The lines
of power in Western culture tend to be subtler and more confusing than the
situations on which Boal based his techniques. Pam Schweitzer expresses her
discomfort with Boal's theatre title in relation to "Many Happy Retirements:"
"Theatre of the Oppressed" seems too heavy a term for
the kind of domestic encounters we depict between older
people who exist in a relatively stable and comfortable
social and political environment. Where the oppression
lies is often difficult to pinpoint in these situations; the
power games we are showing are often so subtle that the
perpetrators are not even aware of a conflict. Also, the
roles of protagonist and antagonist are a shifting affair
(1994, p.80).
In response to some of these difficulties, Boal developed a new set of
techniques: Cops in the Head/Rainbows of Desire. These are based on the
idea that there are many conflicting desires and fears within one individual, and
that often, especially in the "developed" world, people internalize external
oppression so that it becomes part of them as their own "cop" in their head
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(Boal, 1990). The Cop in the Head/Rainbow of Desires exercises attempt to
separate these different emotions from the individual, drawing them out and
manifesting them as external images or characters.
The notion of oppression is thus expanded to include
societal values - moral dictates pronounced by parents,
peers, teachers, politicians, media, etc -- that obstruct our
wills and foster passivity. Through [Theatre of the
Oppressed] methods, those persistent and often disem
bodied voices are physicalized, animated, and addressed
as ’'real" antagonistic forces, in spite of their absence in
the literal sense (Schutzman & Cohen-Cruz, 1994, p.4).
Cops in the Head/Rainbows of Desire allows for a more detailed examination of
the multiple desires and pressures that may exist within a single individual.
Other problems experienced by those who have used Boalian techniques in
a Western cultural setting have been resistance to the recognition of internal
ized power dynamics and also the unearthing of strong emotions in an illusively
safe environment. The first problem refers to difficulties in workshop partici
pants admitting to personal perceptions of difference or internalized oppressions. Eleanor Crowder (1993) describes a Boal workshop where the participants
represented native, black and white groups within Canada. Initially congenial
and enthusiastic, as group members moved through the exercises, they began
to uncover distrust and veiled racial hostilities towards other group members.
Instead of bringing them closer, the exercises divided the various groups.
One could argue that this simply brings to light unspoken divisions within
our society and that what Boal's exercises do is illuminate real problems
beneath a facade of social harmony. Although this may be the case, a very
real danger exists in illustrating huge social/emotional/political divides if they
cannot be tied into real life opportunities for productive change. The compara-
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tive studies done by Epskamp and Jayaweera previously illustrated the dangers
of demoralizing persons by confronting them with impossible problems.
Similarly, if there are no follow-through activities after T.O. workshops which
allow people to wo/k on exposed issues, they may do more harm than good.
This danger also exists on a personal emotional level. Often in popular
theatre, a great deal of effort is spent to make the workshop atmosphere ’safe’,
so that participants feel comfortable to reveal intimate details about themselves.
Unfortunately, most theatre workshop are not geared to dealing with the
repercussions of unearthing repressed or difficult emotions. This can potentially
leave people feeling exposed, hurt and ultimately angry. Practitioners of
popular theatre must remember that theatre, though often therapeutic, is NOT
therapy (Spry, 1996). The implications for process-centred theatre projects is
that planners and facilitators must be aware and responsible for the limitations
of their chosen medium and format.

Summary

The examples in this chapter illustrate a variety of theatre work. None of
the examples described are solely entertainment; all involve empowerment
and/or education to some degree, and many have explicit social and/or political
agendas. The approach taken with any given project differs with the underlying
assumptions and expectations of those involved. While some wish to evoke
radical change in their environment (Sistren), others are more descriptive (The
Farm Show). Those with educational goals may wish to achieve their ends
either through dissemination of ideas to an audience (Puppets Against AIDS) or
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through personal involvement in a play process (British happenings). Some,
like TIE, may utilize both approaches. Politically motivated shows aimed at
mass audiences (Broadside Mobile Workers) contrast sharply with those which
see politics stemming from individual involvement (Theatre of the Oppressed).
The scope of intended change influences choice of emphasis as well: if a
project aims to empower/educate a small number of participants, processorientation can work well. As theatre participants, individuals may delve deeper
into their own psyches and make intense connections with their peers. On the
other hand, if widespread dissemination of information is desired, a carefullycrafted product may be more suited to project goals. In this case, participants
may be more tools rather than sites of change in themselves.
Within the cited examples, it is possible to find many potential sites of
dialogue as defined by Freire. While it is true that in any situation involving two
or more persons dialogue is possible, some of the examples illustrate attempts
to build dialogue into the structure of the work. The form of the African work
shops lends itself very easily to dialogue, whereas the Broadside Mobile
Workers agitprop seems more didactic. With Theatre of the Oppressed,
Augusto Boal tries to establish dialogue among all persons involved. This is not
surprising given Freire’s influence on Boat’s work.
One would expect to find dialogue between participants in cases where a
group works together in creating a production, yet one could also surmise that
internal workings of the group (power structure, individual feelings of like/dislike
or trust/distrust) might either facilitate or prevent this from happening.
Several of the examples describe attempts to increase dialogue between
performers and audience. This generally takes the form of involving audience
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members in the action onstage, mentally, physically and/or verbally. In cases
involving audience and performers, however, the sheer numbers of people
involved makes establishing dialogue in the Freirian sense difficult. Questions
which might be interesting to probe further are: can dialogue exist only
between individuals? Is dialogue possible in a situation of mass communi
cation? And if not, what are the implications in our current age of mass media?
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Chapter Four
Trends in North American Culture

The humanitarian vision and ethical stance of Paulo Freire are fundamental
to this thesis. Freire's pedagogy represents a radical alternative when con
sidered in development communication situations (where it was developed), but
is it appropriate in North America? Despite the vast differences between North
American culture(s) and those of "third world” regions, I posit that there are
similarities of individual repression and disenfranchisment which make Freire’s
concern with conscientization very valid in the North American context.
Alternative media has been defined as that which challenges and critiques
normative trends in a society which may threaten the cultural identity of its
members. Thus, to identify alternative modes of communication, we must first
look at the culture from which they spring.
There are hundreds of definitions of culture, each reflecting the interests of
the one defining (Samovar and Porter, 1991, pp 50-51). One definition of
culture from a communications standpoint is:
the complex combination of common symbols, know
ledge, folklore conventions, language, information-processing patterns, rules, rituals, habits, life styles, and atti
tudes that link and give a common identity to a particular
group of people at a particular point in time (Ruben,
1988, p.384).
To further add complexity, according to the vision of culture already presented,
at any given time there are any number of societal realities competing for
dominance in a society. A comprehensive summation of definitions and/or
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realities is far beyond the scope of this thesis. Nonetheless, there are some
general factors of North American culture which exert influence at so many
levels they may be identified as dominant.
Arguably the most influential of all facets of North American society is its
economic structure. In a capitalistic society, the amassing of money is a driving
concern in the lives of individuals, groups and organizations. With capitalism
comes a tendency towards materialism, the concern with accumulating things
which represent wealth. This filters into all aspects of culture, art included
(Jameson, 1991, p.5). In today’s world, even information is incarnated in finan
cial terms (Cleveland, 1985).
North America is communication opulent. Individuals are inundated daily
by messages via phone lines, computers, television, radio, newspapers and
magazines, books, billboards and more. While on one hand this provides vast
opportunities for learning and networking, the ocean of information can also be
overwhelming. As propaganda theorist Jacques Ellul states:
excessive data do not enlighten the reader or the listener;
they drown him. He cannot remember them all, or
coordinate them, or understand them; if he does not want
to risk losing his mind, he will merely draw a general
picture from them...A surfeit of data, far from permitting
people to make judgements and form opinions, prevents
them from doing so and actually paralyses them (1965,
p.87).
In such an atmosphere, people come to depend on cues other than truth
value for basing their opinions and shaping their perceptions of the world.
Combs and Nimmo (1993) suggest that what replaces in-depth understanding is
a dependence on the seductive value of messages. Swamped with impossible
numbers of arguments, people will believe what sounds convincing, whether it
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is true or not. Consequently, a great deal of effort is spent on making mess
ages high-tech and highly persuasive, regardless of their truth value.
Despite an abundance of information, another social reality is concentrated
ownership and control over major media chains. In 1989, Ben Bagdikian
calculated that a handful of gigantic corporations control most of the world's
information trade: videos,, recordings, movies, television, radio, newspapers,
magazines, books. More recently, James Winter (1994) described the monop
olies among Canadian media, exposing a tiny corporate elite dominating our
information industries. Faced with such monolithic power structures, there is
little opportunity for the average person to influence his/her information world.
The resources and money available to the communication giants make
competition by independents very difficult. It is debatable how many real
alternatives actually reach the public - viewpoints range from proponents of
constitutional rights of freedom of expression to those who believe in a sophis
ticated network of hegemonic control where issues are culled and debates
limited by powers in the media, business and government (See Herman and
Chomsky, 1988). Nevertheless, smaller, independent communication channels
do exist in North America. Though they are usually limited in money and dis
tribution, independent media exist in forms such as independent newspapers
and magazines, community and public television, desktop-published fliers, and
more. Some look hopefully (Vision 2000.1992) to modern technologies such
as the internet and fibre optics, believing a much more democratic information
world is on the way.
One notable difference between Canada and the United States is the
existence of our federally-funded radio and TV network. The CBC is estab-
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lished and well respected, with wide circulation. The CBC often reaches areas
of Canada where commercial TV and/or radio do not exist. Its mandate
requires it to be broad-based, popular and democratic (Canada, 1994/95). The
CBC represents a largely successful attempt to popularize media in Canada,
yet it is still constrained by time and money. The CBC often has difficulty in
competing with commercial television and, in hard economic times, there is
inevitably pressure to cut funding and become commercially self-sufficient.
The consequence of a capitalistic information industry combined with the
reality of media monopolies is that only a small percentage of persons have
access to expressing themselves via societal media. The average person is
caught between myths of accessibility on one hand and a requirement for
money or connections on the other. In quest of increased revenue, information
corporations encourage society to ingest information, not create it. Most people
are relegated to the role of consumers, while only a select few have the power
to effect the content of media fare. Money is often the ruling factor in choices,
even over human health, spirituality or integrity. A ’get ahead’ attitude results in
cutthroat competition and few supportive environments. Individuals find their
lives consumed by a cycle of "work and spend" (Bellah et al, 1986, pp.vii-viii;
Shor, 1991, pp.114-117) which reduces their roles, within culture to those of
drone and consumer.
Another characteristic of North American culture is the major role of mass
media as a societal story-teller. Mass media, particularly television, radio and
newspapers, disseminate stories which present themes and ideas which shape
the way we see the world. These stories come in different forms. While
"objective truth" is presented as news or science, stories deemed entertainment
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offer more metaphorical, emotional narratives (Silverstone, 1981, p.84).
Entertainment is generally understood not to be taken literally, yet the images
and themes involved affect us, often operating on emotional and associative
levels of consciousness.
Media’s various stories create and invoke symbols which convey specific
cultural meanings. Roland Barthes has termed these meanings "myths" (Fiske
and Hartley, 1978, p.42; Barthes, 1973). Societal myths, narratives and
symbols are organized (albeit chaotically) into organizational and interpretive
frameworks, or "mythologies." Mythologies allow people to cope with their
society by giving them a foundation for understanding and action.
Myths arise as community stories that celebrate collective
heros, origins, and identify through expressive rituals. All
cultures have their grand narrative histories that explain
the origins of a people and present their ultimate des
tinies and ideals....Understood as ritual expressions, the
media can be seen to provide essentially communitarian
or collective experiences far beyond what traditional
research examines as measurable effects on individual
behaviour (Real, 1989, p.66).
Thinking back to Freire’s notions on the ultimate aim of human endeavour - for individuals to understand the themes of their era and to realize their
importance within those themes - mass media are particularly important. It is
often from these sources that people develop an idea of what the current trends
are.
Some of the more prevalent myths which deserve mention at this point are
individualism, celebrity/fame, work (rags to riches), beauty, and consumerism.
Individualism refers to the emphasis given our unique entities. Unlike
collectivists who believe humans are primarily moulded by the influence of other
beings, individualists believe
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in the existence of an internally motivated and authentic
free will...It is not the group that gives shape to the indi
vidual, but rather individuals who give form and content to
the group (Brown, 1993, p.12).
Individualism allows for greater personal responsibility and freedom. It also
exerts pressure on individuals to distinguish themselves from the rest of society.
The myth of celebrity in North American culture is supported by the emphasis
on individualism: those who are famous have somehow achieved their fame
through distinguishing themselves as utterly unique in some way. To be
famous is to have one’s self (or image at least) captured in the societal spot
light and inserted into the stories of our times. The myths of work, beauty and
consumerism suggest that power and happiness are achievable by anyone, if
only they work hard enough, are beautiful enough or purchase the appropriate
products.
There are many others common social myths, from Science to Barbie to
Stampede Wrestling. Obviously, they do not all originate with the mass media.
Many have roots embedded deep in human history, the work ethic from
protestantism, for example. Nor do all myths effect all people equally. Specific
myths have a varying degree of impact on different people and groups. The
point is that mythologies help, foim a complex web of meanings which help us
conceptualize our world and our own place within it.
Altogether, the sedating power of societal myths, combined with realities of
limited media access and work-spend treadmills, turn many people (if not most)
into consumers of a culture they have little input into of their own. Many
individuals in Western culture are thus denied what Freire termed humanization:
to be involved meaningfully in one's social world, capable of acting as well as
being acted upon. Furthermore, the myth of North American cultural superiority
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makes it difficult at times for people to admit they are not happy, or to realize
why. This is where conscientization would be beneficial; critical consciousness
could allow people to evaluate their surroundings and make informed decisions
about whether or not they want to accept or protest current trends.

Defining Theatres

Given the complexity of North American culture, identifying ’mainstream’
trends is tricky. In general, however, mainstream theatre is that which con
forms to and supports a capitalistic environment. It typically makes money, util
izes and reinforces contemporary social myths (such as celebrity), and stays
within currently acceptable limits of discussion. Like other mainstream media, it
lulls people into accepting the status quo through reassuring messages of what
is ’right’ and ’normal’.
Examples of mainstream theatre include such things as: dinner theatre,
where lightweight scripts, often including music, sexual innuendo and/or
comedy, are presented with a meal; theatre companies restaging acknowledged
classics such as Shakespeare orTennesse Williams; big budget spectacles
such as Phantom of the Opera or CATS, which earned the following review in
1985:
The hypnotic spectacle, with its soft-porn sexuality and
nudge-in-the-ribs humor, is a triumph of high-tech form
over lowbrow content. "Cats" is a bland, blind assurance
that human beings can relate to extraterrestrials and
animals -- if not to one another -- and still make a mam
moth profit (Czarnecki, 1985).
Mainstream performances do not (usually) evoke controversy or challenge the
status quo, even though they do present political and social messages. As
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discussed earlier, even a seemingly innocent musical embodies social messages, for instance, romantic ideals or sex-role stereotypes. Mainstream theatre
tends to be product-centred, as its primary intents are to make money, entertain
audiences and gain critical acclaim from society at large.
Alternative theatre would be that which challenges some or all of the above
features. Alternative theatre "defines itself as a consciously posited parallel to
[the] mainstream, which it does not seek to replace” (Usmiami, 1983, p.1). It
may focus specifically on issues that are taboo or controversial, promote
alternative values, or challenge existing power structures by attacking the
establishment or by empowering the disenfranchised. Because these groups
tend to be smaller, there is often increased opportunity for individual input,
access and feedback. They often are not financially independent, and may rely
on public support and/or private donations of money or involvement.
In Canada, the lines of theatre ’types’ are especially blurred. Canada has
never had a strong tradition of typical mainstream theatre. In fact, collective
and popular works such as 'The Farm Show’ have had major impact in defining
a distinctly Canadian brand of drama {See Johnston, 1991). Fringe festivals
across the country are mounted annually and enjoy remarkable popularity.
Recognized for its role in advancing Canadian cultural and artistic identity,
alternative theatre is frequently supported through national and regional grants
(MacIntyre, 1995}.
Despite their success, Canadian theatres such as Passe Murailee, Toronto
Free Theatre or Factory Theatre Lab are still called alternative (Johnston, 1991,
pp.4-5). One might argue that once a group starts catering to a larger audi
ence, gains a higher societal profile and/or makes money, it crosses into
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mainstream territory. However, one could also position these theatres within
the wider context of North American media. In the vast ocean of top-down,
seductive information flow, the voice of popular Canadian drama may be a
lonely one indeed.
Process-centred theatre comprises an even smaller group within the
alternative theatre world.. Not all alternative projects are process-centred, but
most process-centred projects would be alternative. Because process-centred
work often is concerned with empowering unknown people and does not
concentrate on developing an impressive product, it is often overlooked or
dismissed with terms such as "amateur," "little," "therapy" or "community."
However, process-centered and other alternative media may offer something
not typically found in the mainstream: the building of critical consciousness and
the breaking down of myths and social programming within its members.
It would be interesting to compare the actual number and influence of
alternative versus mainstream theatre in Canada. Despite the implications of
the terms used, it is quite possible that alternative theatre works may outnum
ber those categorized as mainstream. However, there is one vital difference
which justifies the use of the terms. Our capitalistic environment works to
sustain mainstream theatre. We must make a conscious effort, as individuals
or as a society, to support alternative theatre if we wish it to survive.
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Chapter Five
"Frustrated Artists"

Purpose

Up to this point I have attempted to categorize previously accomplished
projects on my constructed scale of product-process. This categorization has
been artificial in that most of these works were never conceptualized so
dichotomously, nor do the various characteristics mentioned exist discretely.
Moreover, in critiquing projects on the basis of Freirian standards, 1 have not
had access to intrapersonal sensations of hope, faith, love and so on and have
had to make evaluations based on external descriptions. Given the
foundational significance of motivation in both Freire and my arguments, I felt it
important that I have some subjective experience of a process-centred produc
tion.
Over the time-span November 1994 to March 1995, I led a small group of
individuals through the process of developing, writing and performing a theatre
piece which dealt with the oppression of self-expression in our society. I con
ceived of a project based on the process-centred model I had created, primarily
dedicated to the growth and learning of its participants. In addition to wanting a
subjective view of an intentionally process-centred work, I was also spurred by
Freire’s notion of praxis which advocates a give-and-take between concrete
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action and theory.10 Applying my theory of process-centred communication in
a concrete situation would allow me to evaluate its real-life feasibility.
As this was my first time facilitating a theatre project with a process-centred
agenda, I was not sure what variables would be the most productive to focus
on. Indeed, the most worrisome questions that I faced were: could I do it at
all? What would happen? What problems would arise? I decided that this
project would best serve as exploratory research without a specific expected
result. I would look for patterns and emergent themes from the perspective of
facilitator. I would try to answer the question: what hurdles {internal, external)
would I encounter while attempting to give each person in the workshop "voice,"
that is, the opportunity to express their personal ideas and feelings regarding
the project, and to have these ideas listened to, considered, and incorporated
into our final production.
From the beginning I recognized that the empowerment I wished for group
members would be difficult to define or measure. I hoped to create an atmos
phere within the group that would allow participants to enrich themselves with
new skills, and to recognize their expressive abilities as well as their expressive
rights. However, my research on "development" efforts had convinced me that
empowerment was something that must occur within the individual and could
not be imposed from outside. To me, "empowerment" implied the self-confi
dence that comes as one sets and accomplishes goals. Thus, I consciously
tried to avoid thinking that I was empowering the group members as if I (agent)
were acting upon them (objects). Instead, I attempted to cultivate the attitude

'"To Freire it is essential that theory is not separate from real
life, but applicable and working.
Theory and action together comprise
praxis, a major concept in Freire's work.
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lhat, given the right circumstances and support, each group member could
define and attain his or her own empowerment. Each person was likely to set
different goals, and to feel pride in different accomplishments. For example, the
mere act of getting up on stage might be routine for an experienced actor but
exhilarating for a novice. I even anticipated the possibility that empowerment
for some group members.could entail overt disagreement, resistance or
dropping out. Potentially, if enough group members felt this way, there might
not be a finished show to be presented to the public. This would not necessar
ily mean failure by the standards I had set.
For help in envisioning the nurturing atmosphere I desired, I turned to my
background research. According to Freire, if empowerment is the objective, the
manner in which content is relayed is as important as the content of one's
educational curriculum. The dynamic between teacher and student trains both
in specific relational roles; if students are treated as empty vessels into which
knowledge must be poured, they are taught passivity and uncritical acceptance
of established beliefs/ideas. As an aiternative, Freire advocates a studentteacher relationship where both parties learn from each other. The leader of a
group must be responsive and responsible to the group, recognizing that indi
vidual members have knowledge and insights as valid as his/her own. In so
doing, the facilitator attempts to decentre and redistribute the power within a
group.
Applying this theory to the "Frustrated Artists" group, I wanted to make it
clear to the participants that they had the power to create/recreate both the final
production and the workshop process. As much as possible, I aimed to utilize
participant ideas, writing and acting throughout the production. More intangibly,
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I wanted to respect and learn from group members' experience. In order to
truly decentre the creative control in the group, I had to be able to yield, or
compromise, my directive powers should they be challenged or contradicted by
one of the others. These powers included things such as: setting and enforc
ing workshop parameters (when, where, how long, rules on being late/absent),
setting workshop agendas, controlling exercises (what was done, follow-up,
interpretation), censoring ideas or topics in discussions, choosing themes and
ideas presented in the final show, compiling and editing the actual script,
assigning roles on and offstage and more. While I foresaw little difficulty in
arranging formalities such as day and time of meetings, I was somewhat
nervous about aesthetic or ideological concerns. I was not sure how I would
handle a situation wherein a participant expressed an idea with which I vehe
mently disagreed, or if someone wished to include in the final show something
which I believed to be amateurish or of otherwise poor quality. For me to veto
the creative offerings of others because I deemed them unsatisfactory would
seem to contradict the very essence of the project. However, I did not believe
that to simply abandon my own aesthetic judgement would necessarily be
preferable. After some thought, I resolved to try to be as open minded as
possible about aesthetic disputes, factoring in my own tastes as well as others'
when making final decisions. Beyond this vague intention, however, I could not
anticipate how I would deal with such a situation until I was actually faced with
it.
One of the first decisions I had to make for this project was whether to collect
people first and choose a topic from the interests of the group, or whether I
would start with an issue and collect the group around it. I decided on the latter

-

66

-

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

and chose the issue of cultural hegemony in our society, as it manifests itself in
the expressive oppression of individuals. With the choice of this issue 1set the
stage for my second goal with "Frustrated Artists"; I wanted to know if my
experience of feeling excluded from culture was common to others. I wondered
if, while exploring this issue, other group members would come to some of the
same conclusions as I had; conclusions such as that the myths of fame and
celebrity were oppressive or that "art" in Canada is often elitist. To find that
others felt the same way would support my vision of Canadian society pres
ented in Chapter 4. i hoped the group could, very generally, either support my
impressions (with one or more people expressing similar ideas) or not support
them (with no one relating to or expressing similar ideas). "Proof," of course,
was impossible.
I should note that my choice of topic was influenced by concern for the
limitations of theatre, as brought up in some of the examples in Chapter 3.
Particularly considering my novice status as facilitator, I did not want to choose
a topic which would bring up traumatic emotions that I or participants were not
able to deal with. In this regard, "Frustrated Artists" was a much better choice
than something like "Surviving Incest."
I was concerned that my own influence might bring out of the group that
which I wanted to hear. As the one setting agendas and ultimately responsible
for the final script, I had an enormous power to sway issues and direction, es
pecially given the strength of my preestablished beliefs. From the start, I
accepted that there was no way I could not influence the content of the project;
I was an integral component of, and major contributor to, both workshops and
the final production. To balance out this fact, I resolved not to force my ideas
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upon the group and, when I did express my beliefs, to remind participants that
they could disagree with anything I said. Even so, I had to assume my ideas
would infiltrate the process one way or another.
I was also conscious of my unique relationship with the final production.
"Frustrated Artists" was my undertaking; I was ultimately responsible for what
did or didn’t end up onstage. Despite my constant reminders to myself and
participants that it was the process which was important, my artistic and
intellectual pride hungered for a dazzling final production, one which would
"prove" to myself, group members and our eventual audiences (including thesis
committee members) that the process worked. I dreamt of workshops filled
with spontaneous creativity which would yield an insightful and entertaining play
made unique by its intrinsic truth value. Dispassionate as I might try to be, I
was hardly an impartial researcher.
Despite my vested interest in an impressive product, I was committed to
honoring the different ambitions and talents within the group. The potential for
clashes between these two objectives scared me. I could envision failure in two
extremes; either that a lack of direction on my part would result in a chaos
which would demoralize group members and confuse audiences, or that,
through fear and pride, I would start to exert an artistic dictatorship upon the
group. As I could not think of specific tactics to avoid such possibilities, 1
simply vowed to try to remember my purpose throughout the project.
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Description

The "Frustrated Artist" workshops were held once a week (Sunday after
noons) from November 27 1994 to March 10, 1995. Participants were collected
through open auditions and word of mouth. I did not turn anyone away; anyone
who wanted to join the group could. After some initial turnover, the group
settled out with a core membership of three men and seven women, including
myself.11 Group members ranged in age from early twenties to mid forties.
Five of the participants were students -- most at University. Others worked or
were unemployed.
About half of the group had never done any theatre work before and most
had never worked on a collective theatre project before. Indeed, only one
participant had more than a most cursory background in such work. There
were two primary reasons for attendance: many participants were eager to do
some theatre to satisfy creative yearnings and several mentioned they were
specifically interested in the theme. Two mentioned their friendship with myself
as being a drawing feature.
When asked what they wished to get out of this project, most responded
that they were not sure what to expect, but were primarily looking forward to
trying something new. This foreshadowed a trend with subsequent attempts at
in-process evaluations: when asked for comments and/or critiques on what we
were doing, participants most frequently expressed that they were satisfied ’so
far' and that they were not sure how to improve the process.

“ “Frustrated Artists” participants were:
Dawn Marie Argent, Lori
Baker, Pierre Boulos, Tara Duffy, Julie Fraser, Sue Martin, Effie
Millios, Jodi Miller, David Neuman, Cindy Rozeboom, Michael Savage.
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My interpretation of the difficulties I had in soliciting in-process critiques is
that group members lacked the prior experience in collective theatre to be able
to formulate an overall conception of the process. Thus, they tended to focus
on their immediate experiences, meanwhile trusting that I, the authority figure,
was steering the process towards the desired end. 1 am not sure there is any
way I could have described the process any more than I did. As one member
commented in the final evaluation:
I think once you've done a collective, like if J was to do
another one...I would know what all these little things
meant, like all the important stuff...! don’t think it’s so
much you have to explain something, maybe you have to
go through that, go through one {Sue Martin, final discus
sion, March 1995).
From the beginning to approximately mid-February, workshops consisted of
drama games, writing and discussion groups. During this time, I led two
exercises created by Boal, with disappointing results. One exercise involved
the use of short vignettes to illustrate personal instances of oppression. Not
only was group response unenthusiastic, I also felt resistance when I tried to
initiate analysis of the images we were producing. One vignette featured a girl
singing loudly and off-key while listening to music through headphones. Her
father, finding this amusing, tape-records her singing and then embarrasses her
by playing it back for her and her family to hear. When this was acted out, the
vignette was very funny and the group laughed. However, when we tried to
identify various feelings of girl and father in this scene, the group diagnosed
various shades of humiliation on the girl’s part, but could not seem to relate to
the father despite the fact they too had laughed at the scene a moment before.
Likewise, when one participant shared a story of being in a school play and
having her mother terrify her by worrying that various things would go wrong,
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no one seemed willing to interpret the mother’s fear as an act of protectiveness
rather than a malicious act. I could not understand this refusal to empathize
with the "oppressor" in the scenes. Indeed, I was surprised: my readings on
the critiques of Boal's techniques used in North America had led me to expect
people to relate to both oppressor and oppressed. Especially with this issue, I
thought that lines of "victim" and "oppressor" would be blurred. I did not know
what to make of it.
Despite minor glitches, the project seemed to flow fairly smoothly overall.
In my rehearsal notes, however, one finds problems mentioned such as
fluctuating turnout and periodic self-doubt in my own facilitation abilities. In
particular, I agonized over the appropriate use of my power as facilitator. I had
vowed to establish dialogue within the group, but was unsure how exactly to do
this. At one point, I asked one participant - a close personal friend of mine
who had the most theatre experience in the group - to tone down her exuber
ance during rehearsals so that the newcomers would not be intimidated. This
request stemmed from my frustration over the way things were developing;
however, as soon as I had made it I felt terrible and wished fervently I had not.
I felt I was doing exactly what I had set out to avoid: trying to control another’s
mode of expression.
The process-centred model of theatre I had envisioned entailed a lot of
freedom for its participants. Because I was so concerned with not projecting
my own vision artificially upon the group, I originally tried to keep my input
during exercises to a minimum. Unfortunately, .the lack of thematic direction
from myself at times left the participants confused regarding the scope of our
exploration and thus hesitant to experiment. In response, I became more
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expressive about my own ideas, giving the group a backbone of structure from
which they could expand their own ideas. This tactic seemed to work better
than total freedom during exercises.
Mid-February and early March were dedicated to completing our script, and
the last few rehearsals to practising and refining our final show. At this point,
the emphasis of the workshops swung towards the product. Both group
members and myself were eager to see the process through to its culmination
on stage. For this to happen in the time span we had left, I needed to shift into
director mode, making artistic decisions and coaching the group in fundamental
theatrical technique such as voice projection and stage movement. To sudden
ly adopt the role of "director/teacher" felt strange to me after the months of
deliberately attempting to break down this power structure.

Analysis

"Frustrated Artists" offered me the opportunity to apply the ideals I had
defined as "process-centred." As I did not know what exactly to expect, the
primary research aim was to identify major trends or themes that arose out of
personal interactions, discussions and exercises, and the workshop process as
a whole.
Along with my memory, research notes taken throughout the process serve
to fill out the subjective experience of the project from my position as facilitator.
The transcript from the final group discussion provides some perceptions from
the group members. This transcript was reviewed and coded for recurrent

i
- 72 -

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

themes (See Carney methodology, 1990). The most common themes are
identified in the following pages.
As noted earlier, I had found that attempts at in-process evaluations yielded
limited response. By the time of the final discussion, held a week after our final
performance, the group members had experienced the entire process and were
in a better position to offer their own critiques and interpretations. To further
check the validity of my analysis and interpretations, this chapter has been
presented to eight members of the group for comment. Their corrections and
clarifications have been worked into the final draft.
There were a handful of motifs that kept arising throughout "Frustrated
Artists," each deserving further attention. These were: the increasing import
ance of the product (i.e. the show) as time wore on; the impact of group
support; and, my personal struggle in establishing an environment of dialogue.
One obvious change in the process was the increasing emphasis on
product-centred ideals as the group moved closer and closer to performance.
What began as an unstructured series of exploratory exercises mutated in the
last few weeks into fairly conventionally structured theatre rehearsals where I
(the director) made final decisions on blocking and script while training the
actors in stage movement and voice control.
Approximately two weeks before the performances, I suggested to the
group that there was no shame in dropping the whole performance if people
were uncomfortable with it. Group members replied unanimously that they
would feel disappointed if we did not perform the show. Furthermore, of the
eleven group members, ten said they would like to act in the performances. It
was at this point that I realized how important the product was to the process I
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had begun. From the beginning, the final performance had given shape to our
endeavors. Group members had entered the process expecting a chance to
see their work incarnated on stage. The performance had provided a concrete
goal which had united very different personalities in a common pursuit. They
wanted to finish this step not only for a sense of completion but also because of
the validation that public performance might give their efforts. Many of the first
time actors were terrified at the prospect of acting, and yet for them 1 believe it
was especially important to face their fears of stage-fright, to learn that they
actually could take the stage and do a good job. And, because the final
performance became important to the participants, it became important for me
to direct and train them in theatre techniques that would allow them to present
themselves well. Thus, the shifting emphasis on product became a logical
extension of the process, adding to rather than subtracting from the goals of the
project. Group members came up with these same conclusions in the final
discussion:
J:

...I think in the process you achieved much more
than just a good product. You can get a good prod
uct out of really cruddy ways of putting it together.
Sure, one person who’s directing, who's creative,
might be able to force people into doing something
that looks really good and is really creative...
S: but did they have fun and feel good about doing it
and good about it in the end?
J: did everybody get empowered from it? I think every
body in this group, from what they are saying, was
empowered by this work. And that, in effect, is what
it should be there for.
P: but it wasn't the end product that was empowering
S: Yeah, it was the process. [The show] was like the
icing on the cake
(Julie Fraser, Sue Martin, Jodi Miller, Pierre Boulos,
March 1995).
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Anoir : : ■Mjor theme that emerged in analysis was the primary importance
of the into-.-

Jal support network that developed within the group. This was

the most emphatic point made in the final discussion, being brought up more
frequently, by more people, and with more enthusiasm and elaboration than any
other topic. When not in fact the topic of conversation, support was seen in
action as group members-complimented and encouraged each other. As Julie
Fraser remarked in the final discussion, "I think the real freedom to express
comes with the feeling that your expressions are accepted by the people
around you." Sue Martin echoes this sentiment:
I’ve never really been afraid to talk out too much or even
to act... But I found that in my normal everyday life I get
a lot of putdowns, it’s not seen as enthusiasm, people
call me hyper and crazy and ail this. So for the first time
I feel like the real me was being accepted and I didn’t
have to hold back a lot of things.
The fear that other people did not want to hear, see or be confronted with one’s
expression was mentioned by group members as a frequent silencer. Within
our small workshop circle, we created a safe place where participants explored
themselves, enjoyed others’ talents and learned that each of us can listen as
well as be heard, and that both roles are important.
...we all influenced each other. And that speaks a lot for
the type of process, I think. Yeah, we’d look to you [the
director] I know for myself I did anyhow, cause I was
really lost and I had to look to someone. But at the same
time, I got a lot of inspiration from everyone else. And I
think that alone tells me that the process seemed right,
seemed everyone had a voice {Pierre Boulos, final dis
cussion. March 1995).
In the final discussion, one woman expressed the fear that after the show
she would return to an unsupportive environment and lose ail the self-confi
dence she had gained as part of our group. The voiced importance of having a
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small, supportive group leads me to question whether this indicates a scarcity
of similarly supportive communities within our society at large.12 Further
research might look at a more representative sampling of our culture to investi
gate if there is indeed a paucity of small-group support for many people. If so,
how does this lack affect the emotional/social well-being of individuals? A
comparison between North American society and cultures which specifically
stress community and interpersonal connections might yield further insight.
As facilitator, the most perplexing challenge overall was acting out the
ideals I had identified as essential to a process-centred project, in particular the
establishment of dialogue. Because of its immaterial nature, this proved much
more difficult than I anticipated.
One of the fundamental requirements for dialogue, as described by Freire,
is a humanitarian respect for others. While I believed in my own good nature, I
was wary of being self-deluded and conscious of the blindness to others that
often comes with power.13 Initially, I assumed the answer was in breaking
down the conventional theatre power structure. The first step I took in this was
the renaming of roles: we were facilitator/ participants, not director/cast,
teacher/students or therapist/patients, though our roles shared commonalities
with all these relationships. I gave the group a lot of freedom and tried not to
force my ideas upon them.

' Lack of personal support could have, been a peculiarity of the
lives of "Frustrated Artists" participants.
It would not be surprising
to find that group members had joined precisely because they were
searching for support lacking elsewhere in their lives.
'■Witness
the examples of development efforts,
for example.
Paternalism assumes, good-heartedly, one's own superior motives.
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For the most part, I was not faced with any major threat to my lenient style
of facilitation. As to my concern regarding aesthetic disagreements with the
group, there was only one small instance which challenged me. During a self
written monologue, one of the participants choreographed the waving of his
hand behind him as if he had passed gas. I was not comfortable with this but
when I suggested he remove the action, he conferred with other group mem
bers who coaxed him to keep it. On reflection, I decided the joke was harm
less, despite being 'bathroom humor'. Had the joke been especially offensive,
or had our show had pretensions of being high-art, perhaps I would have dealt
with the situation differently. As it was, instead of ordering him one way or the
other, I told the participant that, although I didn’t especially like the action, it
was his choice whether or not to include it in his monologue. However, I soon
discovered a lack of authority in itself was not a quick fix for dialogue. As
described earlier, when I gave no direction the group was confused and exer
cises were somewhat lacklustre. Things seemed to work better when I offered
suggestions and let group members advance them as they saw fit. It is
possible to tease a couple of different interpretations from this:
1) that there was an inertia as participants adjusted to their roles; they were
waiting for me to tell them what to do, and there was understandably a bit of
hesitation before they realized they could and should assert themselves.
Perhaps some confusion and lack of focus was a necessary step in such a
process, a possibility which might be checked through surveying those with
more experience in process-centred work.
2) that a backbone of intention was helpful in giving the others a place to
start:
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J:

It never felt like you gave us too much of what you
wanted that we couldn't do exactly as we pleased
with it. But there was enough, even just a general...
S: It was challenging for us in that respect
M: ...you raised the issue of "was I imposing and did
that silence people?" Maybe the other way of look
ing at it, at what they were saying, was they needed
[some direction] in order to create. Because it gave
them something to bounce off of. And it wasn't...
they didn’t feel they couldn’t play with it
(Julie Fraser, Sue Martin, Michael Savage, final dis
cussion, March 1995).

Indeed, it may be unfair to participants not to be upfront about the workshop
agenda. The more informed, the better prepared people are to make personal
choices and evaluations. In the final discussion, two people expressed they
were confused at points during the process as to what we were doing and how
they could best contribute. Julie Fraser remarked that she would have given
more if she had better understood the function of the workshop games:
I was very surprised to see how much the exercises we
did ended up being in the show...! might have put at least
at times a little more energy into the exercises if I had
known...
My struggle with power within the group leads me to question the relationship
between dialogue and hierarchy. I had originally assumed the two were
antithetical, however, practical application evidences that things are not so
simple. In my role as workshop facilitator, I had unique responsibilities and
powers, just as did the participants. This in itself did not necessarily prevent
dialogue or mutual respect. Perhaps more important was the attitudes we
brought to these positions, and the integrity with which we enacted our roles
through interaction.
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On the other hand, it would be dangerous to overgeneralize this notion.
Looking at the history of development efforts, we see that structure of an effort
can oppress despite the goodwill and humanitarian intentions of the individuals
involved. Further study might compare type, size and organization of different
hierarchical social structures, the types of communication channels within them,
and their success in empowering their constituent persons.
Contributing to the difficulty I faced was the fact that my theoretical back
ground did not offer specific guidelines to indicate if I was on the right track.
With no concrete evidence that I was feeling the "right" things about the group,
for the first two to three months of the process I constantly questioned my
motivations. Though I believe people should be critical of their own inner states
to some degree, in excess it can be more destructive than it is useful. One of
my own personal insightful moments occurred in the last half of the process. It
was around this point that I finally began to relax in my self-critique and accept
that if things were horribly flawed the participants would bring them to my
attention. This trust in the self-sufficiency (which is mentioned by Freire) of the
group members was the inner element I had been missing.
In addition to the above three major themes that surfaced through the
"Frustrated Artist" process, there are two more questions which deserve some
attention: Did the personal stories of group participants support or contradict
the vision of North American society 1depicted in Chapter 4? And, was the
project a success?
The personal stories and discussion points brought up by the group fit,
overall, well within the vision of culture presented in Chapter 4. Embedded
within my notes and discussion transcript I find mention of many of the issues I

- 79 -

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

previously described: capitalism turning art into commodity (final discussion):
lack of access to media (in-process and final discussions): elitism (final
discussion); celebrity (in-process and final discussions, workshop notes); narra
tive and myth in society (in-process discussion). This in itself is too cursory and
informal a study to 'prove' anything, but, it does suggest that further study on
any of these topics would be in order.
Not surprisingly, much of the discussion revolved around the personal
experiences of group members. In discussing what "self-expression" meant to
them, they mentioned competing feelings. On one hand, group members felt
self-expression was linked with achieving a state of self-realization, innercontentment and pride. On the other hand, they felt barred from achieving
these goals by fears of failure in themselves and rejection from others leading
to isolation and loneliness. Primary pressures on a person’s efforts to express
were their immediate support net of family and friends, as well as money and
time. A secondary group of influencing factors were media, work, tradition and
religion. How much these secondary factors seemed to weigh in may have to
do with how much the person was exposed to them, either directly or through
their community of family and friends.
A topic which was discussed a lot throughout the process was "art"; what it
was, who defined it and how it differed from personal expression. As "art"
seemed to be something socially recognized, this discussion often delved into
issues of what constitutes culture. In one very interesting discussion, the group
mulled over the concept that our culture is made up of a great many stories,
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told by many different people in many different ways.14 Our desire for fame
may be the desire to become part of these stories, thereby transcending our
small individual life and becoming part of the flow of culture around us. This
idea is similar to Freire’s vision of themes of an era and the desire of the
person to be involved in these themes. Sensing the big themes/stories of our
era/culture, the individual has a yearning to be part, to join in and make a mark,
to realize his/herself through being embraced in the tides of human history.
The final question -- was "Frustrated Artists" successful? ~ brings us back
to the competing expectations regarding the intent of the project. "Frustrated
Artists" started as a vehicle for personal empowerment and as a research
project. As it evolved, however, the project increasingly became concerned
with the creation of our final show. Based on the largely positive feedback from
the participants I believe most members enjoyed the experience, and many
expressed that they felt enriched by the project. In particular, the final night of
performance was marked by positive audience feedback and an overwhelming
sense of pride and elation among group members.
When asked in the final discussion what people had learned about them
selves, the answers were varied. For the novice actors, a large part of their
growth was learning that they could indeed contribute to the writing and per
forming of a play. I believe that this simple realization is fundamental to
persona! empowerment, directly related to Freire’s notions of understanding
one’s own personal power and one of the most exciting opportunities commun
ity or popular theatre has to offer. To realize one’s own expressive power

“ That this idea is currently in vogue in certain fields of academe
should not be surprising. A fair number of the participants were either
studying or teaching at university at the time of this discussion.
-
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involves breaking down barriers of elitism and personal fear, and may be a step
towards realizing one’s humanization. Witness participant Dawn Marie Argent's
description of her first night on stage, describing the breakdown of walls con
structed inside and outside the self:
I was so terrified I felt I was going to crack and spill open.
And that’s exactly what happened. And in that crackspill-open process I shared part of, I shared my soul with
people. It wasn’t about what do you think, it was just
about this is who I am. And that was the difference... for
the first time in my life I heard myself sing. I’ve heard
myself sing before but I heard my soul sing. That's what
I heard sing that night.
For the more experienced actors in the group, the personal growth they
mentioned mostly stemmed from specific challenges, such as improvising
poetry onstage or portraying themself instead of a character. There were also
a couple who could not or did not express any particular personal gain.
As to the show itself, lacking standards against which to compare it, it is
almost impossible to evaluate its success. T,he format of the show was a series
of vignettes, pieced together by their common theme. Of the scenes, the
strongest were the ones with the.most organic roots, originating either in
workshop exercises or personal contributions by group participants. The
weaker scenes were those which I injected at the last moment. Overall, the
performance was an entertaining and unique, if somewhat uneven, piece of
theatre. Despite my fervent emphasis on process over product, I believe the
fact that we produced a decent show that was enjoyed by our audiences went a
long way towards the group’s sense of accomplishment. Based on all the
evidence at my disposal, I would conclude that "Frustrated Artists" succeeded
at what it set out to do.

-
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Chapter Six
Conclusion

The intent at the beginning of this thesis was to define theatre productions
according to their emphasis on either product or process. The categories were
evaluated according to the values and worldview of Paulo Freire. I hypothe
sized that, though the two would overlap, process-centred theatre would tend to
be more in line with Freire’s philosophy. Furthermore, I argued process-centred
communication represents an important alternative within an environment where
emphasis on product is the norm.
I suggested that product-centred theatre manifests characteristics of our
mainstream communications environment by virtue of often being, and typically
aiming to be, commercially viable, focused on having an appropriate effect on
the audience, hierarchically structured, and associated with an elite group of
celebrated individuals seen as artists. Process-centred theatre, on the other
hand, is more often associated with education, personal growth and issue
exploration. Dedicated to the empowerment of its participants, such endeavors
may be more accessible to the average person, less rigid in power structure,
lacking expensive showcases for performance, and less likely to exist as profitmaking enterprises. I hoped that the proposed scale would bring to light subtle
differences in the inner workings of a communications project: differences in
power structure, motivations, and opportunities for personal empowerment.
Underlying the proposed scale and subsequent analysis was my desire to
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extend and apply an alternative worldview, one which features a combination of
social constructivism, pragmatism and ethics.
This argument began with a look at development communication, the
history of which suggests that improving tbs human condition is more compli
cated than distributing the latest technology. Applying this theory to the
medium of theatre, I hypothesized that the communication-empowerment
(defined in terms of Freire's ethic) potential of drama might exist in the intan
gible, behind-the-scenes process leading up to performances. Chapter 3
presents examples of alternative theatre projects which attempt to foster
empowerment or education in realms of politics, therapy and entertainment.
Most of these examples focus on process rather than product. Many of them
are concerned with establishing dialogue between participants and/or audience
members.
The examples presented, combined with my own experience with "Frus
trated Artists," show how complicated the separation of process from product
actually is. Though almost all the examples chosen were process-centred to
some degree, almost all also incorporated some of the characteristics attributed
to product-centred works. One or two, such as Boal's Theatre of the
Oppressed, might be seen as simultaneously process and product oriented.
The examples also illustrate that to say a project is process-centred does
not mean it is necessarily committed to establishing dialogue, or even to the
empowerment of individuals in general. Many shows aim to empower and
educate people with an emphasis on product, and participation in such endea
vors may be empowering as well. On the other hand, one could imagine
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instances where a facilitator might use process to indoctrinate people.15 Process-centredness is not necessarily synonymous with a concern with human
empowerment or the Freirian dialogue.
However, a project dedicated to Freire’s ideals might be best served with
an emphasis on process, given the highly intra and interpersonal focus of
Freire’s pedagogy. Dialogue requires the commitment to humanization through
out a process. According to Freire’s ideals, those involved should understand
their personal importance while able to actively engage others and impact the
situation. Power structures should be flexible enough to change as the situ
ation does. Interactions should be founded on love and respect among partici
pants. Therefore, if one is interested in individual empowerment, process
centredness might be useful, even necessary. It is not, however, sufficient.
This hazy relationship between dialogue, scope of intentions and process
centredness deserves further attention.
It has also been shown in this thesis that projects must be adapted to
social circumstances, pressures from group members, and material/temporal
limitations. These will differ with every project. Frequently in the examples
from the third world, we see efforts to provoke social change, an impulse which
stems from political oppression and sub-standard living conditions. The
oppressions faced in North America are different in some ways, and yet share
at least one characteristic: disenfranchised individuals struggle with feelings of

15For instance, an unethical psychotherapist might use preplanned
role plays to mould a patient's emotions arid/or thoughts.
Though this
might be process-centred in that it emphasises process, it would not
meet Freire's standards for dialogue, for which the participant would
have to have an equal role in creating the situation.
A person who is
acted upon, moulded according to someone else's ideals, is not given
this equality.
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lack of involvement, control and personal importance. In this, Freire’s ideas
regarding human needs and potential transcend cultural differences. Humans
need to dialogue meaningfully with others and their society to be fulfilled. My
experience with "Frustrated Artists" supports this notion: the group unanimously
agreed that the support of their fellow participants allowed them to bolster their
confidence and self-esteem enough to take the risk of expressing themselves
publicly. They also indicated their normal lives tended to be lacking in such
support.
Among the examples cited there are several which explicitly attempt to
enhance personal empowerment through process. These frequently stress
personal involvement and/or dialogue, though the latter may take different
forms. In the example of the African workshop we see dialogue as the one-onone exchange between persons. In the case of the British Happenings,
dialogue exists between students and the historical data they engage.
Dialogue is more than the exchange of words. As Freire defines it,
dialogue is a shared effort of understanding our world. How exactly this is done
depends on situational factors, as is evidenced by the example of Boal's theatre
work. Boal is directly influenced by Freire and has developed many techniques
which promote dialogue between people. Used effectively elsewhere, his
techniques have been shown to have limitations when used in Europe and
North America. Apparently there is no set prescription for dialogue, other than
(perhaps) a commitment to creating it.
This raises a problem uncovered in this study: the difficulty of researching
something which is internal and essentially immaterial. Freire believes that
dialogue without mutual faith, trust and respect will be inauthentic. The conse-
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quences resulting from differences in inner states can be enormous.16 Yet,
how does one test for these qualities? As an external observer, as I am to the
examples in Chapter 3, I must make judgements based on secondhand reports
of action and words. Even subjective experience is not totally clear. During my
experience with "Frustrated Artists" I had no concrete markers to show that I
was doing or feeling the right things. Consequently, I constantly secondguessed myself and my motivations. In evaluating my success as facilitator, I
had to rely on the overt expressions in action and speech of the participants.
These expressions were often ambiguous. Reference points provided by case
studies detailing others’ subjective experiences would have helped me under
stand my own experience, yet subjectivity is often avoided by scholars. Even
Freire does not provide any insight into his own doubts and expectations going
into a project.
Despite the enormous difficulties in researching intrapersonal motivations, I
believe this to be an area that deserves more examination. Studies which
attempt to connect inner states with external communications would no doubt
have to incorporate work from other disciplines such as philosophy, psychology
and religion. Case studies examining the application of ethics would be helpful
in identifying common patterns or themes. The challenge is considerable, yet
perhaps essential if we wish to advance our understanding of human communi
cations.

lfAs illustration, consider two romantic relationships, externally
exactly the same, yet one where one couple is sincere in their
proclamations of love, the other insincere.
The futures of these two
couples are likely to be worlds apart.
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Researching case studies from a social-constructivist stance can be
confusing. Current critical theories (such as cultural studies or postmodernism)
often critique existing work while providing little by way of footholds in
epistemological rules and validations.17 Yet communication is more than
theory, it is real experience that we must live everyday. How then do we
manoever, orient ourselves in a world of myth, subjectivity and social con
structs? One possible answer to this is the accumulation of examples, such as
this study, of points of assumptions taken and applied to real life. Just as a dot
of color adds dimension to an impressionistic painting, each case example
could present one possibility among many, the sum of which might add up to a
larger vision of our postmodern age.
Another problem raised by this thesis is that of finding an acceptable
balance between the ideals of process-centred communication and the realities
of their application. Even given the best of motivation with all concerned,
innumerable examples in history show us that a flawed system can oppress
despite the best intentions. Moreover, even in the best-planned project, some
people are bound to be confused, mistakes will be made, people will dislike and
distrust each other.
Theories and ideals cannot be imposed upon reality, but rather must be
adapted to it. With "Frustrated Artists" I had envisioned a collective where I
would share the creative power and dreams equally with members of the group.
However, as the process developed, I realized that my vision and power were
different from the others, whether I wanted them to be or not. Sheer pragma-

n Logical positivism, on the other hand, is rife with
formulas which are thought to lead to “truth".
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rules

and

tism demanded I wield this power in bringing the process to its final stages.
Thus, in an example of praxis in action, my ideals were honed and adapted with
situational demands. Dialogue, empowerment and self-realization require not
only an understanding of the ideal, they also require implementation in often
less-than-perfect realities.
This discussion has raised three practical suggestions for instituting the
potential for dialogue. Firstly, organizers of any project should assess and take
into account situational variables such as available resources of money,
materials and persons, as well as personalities and social realities of the
persons involved.
Secondly, projects should provide ample opportunity for feedback among
all involved. Ideally, concern for each other would prompt people to evoke
feedback in their dealings with others. However, the larger and more compli
cated a communication organization, the more likely feedback will be blocked or
confused. Negativity within persons is to be expected as a result of human
nature. Formally inserting avenues for feedback into a project’s structure can
help prevent and overcome miscommunication.
Finally, if lasting change is desired, it is important to consider the larger
social environment. Alternative ideals need to be supported and reinforced in
other areas of society. For instance, Canada has a growing network of alterna
tive theatres which bodes well for process-centred theatre (at least in the near
future). Yet, theatre alone cannot empower the population of Canada; that
would require a systemic incorporation of support and change into all aspects of
society. Theatre can, however, be a start.
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The achievement of an ideal state might not be possible. Indeed, invoking
the worldview under which this argument has been operating, it may not even
be desirable. At any time and place one. will see an interplay of dominant and
alternative structures, groups and ideas, a dialogue of sorts wherein a society
attempts to constantly reinvent itself. It is in this struggle that human beings
live out their potential. Within this vision of human life, theory is a tool which
allows us to understand the world, but which is only useful insofar as it is
adapted to real life. Ideals should inspire, not depreciate, our existence.
The importance of alternative communications is not in replacing dominant
forms, but rather in challenging and improving upon them. Process-centred
theatre has the potential to empower human beings in a very important and
exciting way: by giving them voice via a public and creative social medium. It is
certainly not expected that it would replace product-centred theatre, which has
its own purposes, qualities and opportunities. Process-centred communication
may improve the climate around product-centred work, without necessarily
aiming to usurp it.
It is important to recognize the value of alternative communication forms,
especially if we are concerned with improving the quality of life for individuals
within society. From a rigidly capitalistic (i.e. mainstream) viewpoint, grants for
alternative works are a waste of time and money: if a project cannot make
money, it is often considered not entertaining or useful enough for people to
value it. However, from the stance of seeing alternative communication as that
shifting site of change and movement, such endeavors are invaluable in their
function of pushing the edge, challenging and critiquing mainstream culture, and
allowing individuals to discover their own power to engage their world. Pro-
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cess-centred communications systems may have unique qualities that can
address problems of personal disempowermant. Yet they often cannot exist in
our culture without help, be this money or personal involvement. If we recog
nize their importance, we shoutd actively support alternative communications in
our society.
Thus, the case of process-centred theatre may have implications for the
whole of communication study. The combination of ethics with practical knowl
edge acknowledges a different way of thinking, of doing, of approaching not
only theory but what we do with that theory in the real world. If we take
responsibility for the knowledge that we in part create, we can, with love and
faith and hope, attempt to create a world in which all human beings have the
opportunity to realize themselves.
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